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This study of 324 purposively selected BSW students from seven schools 

of social work in Texas focuses on the students’ personal religious/spiritual 

beliefs and their views of inclusion of religious/spiritual content in both social 

work practice and social work education. Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & 

Social Work Questionnaire addresses students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs; 

Part II addresses students’ views on inclusion of religious/spiritual content in 
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social work in general and with specific practice interventions; and Part III 

addresses demographic variables.  

The majority of students in this  sample are practicing Christians who have 

strong personal religious/spiritual beliefs and are relatively open to incorporating 

at least some religious/spiritual content into their practice with clients. Over 80 

percent of the students favor inclusion of content on religious/spiritual diversity in 

social work courses as well as content on how to effectively deal with 

religious/spiritual issues in practice. The clear implication for social work 

educators is to better prepare their students for practice in areas of 

religious/spiritual diversity in order to promote effective and ethical social work 

practice. Of some concern are the 21.6 percent of students in this study who feel 

that their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people and who also feel that it 

is appropriate at times to use religious language and texts with clients. In addition, 

62.7 percent who indicate that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into all 

areas of their life, also feel that it is appropriate for social workers to use 

religious/spiritual interventions such as prayer, religious/spiritual metaphors, 

language and concepts as well as sometimes share their own beliefs with clients. 

These findings raise ethical questions for social work educators and indicate the 

need for further research to determine whether similar findings occur in studies 

with other BSW students in other areas of the country. 
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Chapter 1—Introduction 

The profession of social work today continues to maintain a focus on 

person-in-environment (Derezotes, 2000, Council on Social Work Education 

Curriculum Policy Statement for Baccalaureate Degree Programs, 1992). 

Responding to heightened public and professional interest in spirituality and 

religion during the past decade (Conrad & Joseph, 2001) and faith-based social 

services since the Reagan Administration (Netting, Thibault, & Ellor, 1990), 

social workers have begun to again examine the possible roles of these factors in 

social work practice and education. This study is designed to build upon recent 

research and to provide added relevant data about the belief set brought to the 

learning environment and subsequently to the profession of a group that has not 

yet been reported upon in regards to spirituality/religion—bachelor-level students 

of social work. The research question for investigation here is: What are the 

perceptions of bachelor- level social work students on the role of spirituality 

/religion in social work? 

THE PROBLEM 

 The Council on Social Work Education’s (CSWE) curriculum policy 

statements over the past half-century reflect the fluctuation in the profession’s 

position on incorporating spiritual/religious content into the social work 

curriculum [see Appendix A]. CSWE policy statements from 1952 and 1962 have 

included a mandate for spiritual/ religious content in social work education. 

Perhaps as a reflection of the profession’s later focus on the medical model and 
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empiricism, CSWE policy statements for 1969 and 1972 omit this specific 

mandate for inclusion to instead refer more generally to cultural or socio-cultural 

systems. However, the CSWE policy statement in 1982 specifies inclusion of 

religion as part of content on minorities and groups (Section 7.5). In 1992 CSWE 

again mandated the inclusion of religious content as a type of diversity (Section 

B6.4) requiring skill to assess and address in treatment plans. In the current 

CSWE Education Policy and Accreditation Standards, also known as EPAS 

(CSWE, 2001), inclusion of content on religion to promote social work practice 

without discrimination (Section 6.0) has been retained. However, this EPAS 

statement under Foundation Curriculum Content also adds a reference to social 

work education providing knowledge of spiritual development as an element in 

the Human Behavior and the Social Environment section (CSWE, 2001). 

Russel (1998) surveyed 118 CSWE-accredited Masters’ of Social Work 

programs in the United States to determine how many actually included such 

spiritual/religious material in their curricula. Of the 114 programs that responded, 

only 17 reported inclusion of such material. [Information from her current study 

of bachelor- level programs is not yet available.] Derezotes (1995), Dudley and 

Helfgott (1990), Joseph (1988), and Sheridan et al (1992, 1994) surveyed social 

work educators in areas of the East coast and mountain West (i.e., Idaho and 

Utah) about incorporating spiritual /religious material into social work education. 

These five studies reveal that while the faculty members report no such content 

integrated in their MSW programs, they generally agree on the need for 

spiritual/religious material in professional social work education. However, some 
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faculty members report concern with the issue of separation of church and state 

plus possible proselytizing by an instructor. While further study is needed to 

clarify these issues, it can be noted that fear of unethically influencing students 

has not prevented other CSWE-mandated diversity studies from being included.  

In support of the CSWE conceptualization of spirituality/religion as a 

diversity issue for the profession, recent work by social work practitioners such as 

Baez (1996), Boyd-Franklin & Lockwood (1999), Dunbar, Mueller, Medina, & 

Wolf (1998), Falicov (1999), Haight (1998), Harvey & Coleman (1997), Julia 

(1996), Lum (1996), Maton & Zimmerman (1992), McDowell, Galanter, 

Goldfarb, & Lifshutz (1996), Millison & Dudley (1992), and Tolliver (1997), cite 

the importance of professional knowledge about spirituality/religion for ethical 

and effective work with specific groups in specific settings. These authors and 

numerous others (e.g. extensive listings in annotated bibliography by Canda, 

Nakashima, Burgess, & Russel, 1999) focus on the special strengths and needs of 

African Americans, Hispanics, Asian Americans, Native Americans/First Nations 

people, women, gays and lesbians, people who abuse substances, juveniles in the 

justice system, people who are HIV positive or have AIDS, or are dealing with 

aging, death and dying. 

RATIONALE FOR RESEARCH 

This dissertation research is a result of my experience as a social worker, 

which has in many ways been consistent with those reported in the few studies of 

social work practitioners found in the literature (Canda & Furman, 1999, Joseph, 

1988, Derezotes, 1995, and Sheridan et al, 1992). During my years of practice 
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with some of the diverse people and issues cited earlier, the implicit pertinence of 

both spirituality and religion in the lives of people—particularly those in crisis or 

in need of social work services—became evident. This included witnessing the 

efficacy for clients and their families of spirituality-based 12-step programs with 

their faith-based elements and structure that proliferated in the 1980s.  Practice 

experience also provided an awareness of the power of belief in affecting clients’ 

functioning and well-being—including the positive (i.e., meaning, hope, 

forgiveness) and negative (i.e., guilt, fear, unworthiness) impact of their exposure 

to and internalization of familial, cultural, established religions and even cult 

systems of belief.  

In a Point/Counterpoint feature in the Journal of Social Work Education, 

Amato von Hemert (1994) argues for addressing religious issues in social work 

education. She writes that "to prepare social workers to practice in accord with 

our professions’ Code of Ethics,  (social work education) must integrate rigorous, 

practice-focused, critical study of religion into every aspect of the social work 

curriculum" (p.10). Presenting the counterpoint position, Clark (1994) argues that 

"effective clinical social workers already integrate clients religious orientations 

into their psycho-social approaches" p.15). However, social workers responding 

to the four studies of practitioners cited above, report that this knowledge base 

was not presented in their professional social work education. Further, Clark 

writes that "to become a profession that could earn the recognition accorded to 

law and medicine…, the founders (of social work) had to move away from a 

primary identification with any particular religious tradition" (p.15).  He 
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continues that "if we want the social work profession to maintain its political and 

technological gains, we must not move religion to a position of central 

importance" (p.15).  

Within the past decade, conferences with Continuing Education Units 

have emerged which address spiritual/religious issues in social work and related 

professions. Harvard Medical School’s Department of Continuing Education has 

repeatedly co-sponsored a three-day "Spirituality & Healing in Medicine" 

conference which advocates for a shift in the medical model to include the 

spiritual/religious aspects of healing. Attention is given to respect for diversity of 

beliefs—particularly for minorities and immigrants--as well as ways of 

appropriately incorporating spiritual/religious elements into professional 

education and practice for effective healing. Helping professionals such as 

psychologist Bill O’Hanlon provide conferences similar to his periodically 

offered conference on "Spirituality and Psychotherapy: Evoking Soul and 

Meaning in the Service of Change" which focuses on the role of 

spirituality/religion for both the therapist and the client in the professional 

helping/change process. Local and international conferences on Frankl’s 

Logotherapy and the relevance of human spirit to his model are also periodically 

presented in the United States and other countries by the Viktor Frankl Institute of 

Logotherapy. In June of 2000, the Society for Spirituality and Social Work had a 

four-day Tenth Anniversary International Conference at the University of Kansas 

with over 200 members from around the world in attendance. This meeting and 

the Society’s regular yearly meetings provide the opportunity for social workers 
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to meet and hear presentations from many of the social work researchers currently 

focusing on spirituality and religion in the profession.  

Bisno and Cox (1997) allude to the pro and con debate for inclusion of 

content on spirituality and religion in social work when they write that "the social 

work profession maintains a tension with its social environment…. (It) searches 

for legitimacy and recognition from society…(leaving it with) anxiety about its 

status and commitment to preserve its ideological traditions" (p.373). Further, 

they write that the "changing nature of social work practice demands ongoing 

evaluation and adaptation in social work education" (1997, p.375). Initial searches 

of the social work literature revealed no empirical studies of social work students 

in relationship to spirituality/religion. Subsequently a single study of social work 

Master’s level students on this topic (Sheridan & Amato von Hemert, 1999) was 

found. In that study, Sheridan and Amato von Hemert (1999) conclude that 

"understanding the personal practices and beliefs of social work students is 

important, as these life experiences can have significant influence on their 

behavior as future practitioners" (p.138). 

Sherwood (1997) writes that "Social work values, practice theories, 

assessments, intervention decisions, and action strategies are all shaped by our 

worldview assumptions and our beliefs" (115). Teaching bachelor- level social 

work courses in the past few years has brought an awareness of the strength of the 

personal beliefs held by a substantial number of these students. Many cite their 

spiritual/religious beliefs as fundamental to their wish to study social work and 

help others. However, few of these entry- level students display an awareness of, 
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or experience with, the diversity of belief systems that they may encounter in that 

work.   

Many questions come to mind. Are these strong personal beliefs prevalent 

with entry-level social work students in other schools? What are the ethical 

implications of not addressing diversity of belief systems with these social work 

students? How does inclusion/non- inclusion of spiritual/religious content impact 

clients these students will see during their years of social work education and 

subsequently in their practice? While there appear to be no studies that are 

directed at these questions with bachelor- level social work students, several 

studies can provide illuminating information. 

In discussion of his stages of faith, Fowler (1981) cites theorists such as 

Piaget, Kohlberg and Erikson as conceptualizing the adolescent stage of 

development occupied by most of these bachelor-level students as a time to move 

from childhood’s concrete thinking to a more "mutual interpersonal perspective 

taking" (p.73) and identity formation. Based on these developmental models, 

Fowler (1981) constructs a model with six stages of faith development. He 

suggests that adolescents and a considerable number of adults he interviewed 

could be described as being in the Synthetic-Conventional faith of State 3 wherein 

people relate to "the transcendent through symbol and ritual, seeing these as 

inseparable, related to the realities they symbolize" (p.164).  

He writes that for "both adolescents in the forming phases and adults who 

find equilibrium in Stage 3 the system of informing images and values through 

which they are committed remains principally a tacit  system…unexamined…I 
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cannot tell you how I know" (p.161). Further, Fowler writes that a person in this 

stage is aware of her/his "values and normative images….articulates them, 

defends them and feels deep emotional investments in them, but typically has not 

made the value system, as a system, the object of reflection" (p.162). 

A Gallup poll (1999) on religion in the U. S. which focuses on the general 

population in the United States, but not specifically on bachelor- level students of 

social work, provides current information about the issues of spirituality and 

religion for Americans—including adolescents. That Gallup poll report (based on 

1000 telephone interviews from a representative sample of adults living in the 

continental United States) cites the prevalence of belief in religion by 

Americans—particularly for youth (69 percent consider themselves to be 

religious). Further, it reports that based on its sample 74 percent of all Americans 

have been taught religion, 93 percent of respondents with post-graduate education 

were taught about religion as children, and from 1994 to 1998 those reporting the 

need for spiritual growth rose from 58 percent to 82 percent. Another interesting 

finding of this poll is the reported high rate of acceptance by Americans surveyed 

of religion in public schools (2/3 favor prayer in schools) and teaching about 

major world religions--even using the Bible in literature, history, and social 

studies classes.  

Harvard’s Pluralism Project, begun in 1991, studies the diversity in 

religions practiced in America today. Eck (1996), the director of the Pluralism 

Project, reports that due to the extensive influx of immigrants and refugees 

resulting from the 1965 immigration act, the U. S. has become the most 
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religiously diverse country in the world. She notes that this diversity is no longer 

isolated along the borders. Further, she reports that not only has America in the 

1990s become more complex in its multiculturalism, it has become increasingly 

diverse in religious practice with the addition of Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains 

and Muslims. In contrast to these findings, CSWE statistics (Lennon, 2001) report 

that only 32.7 percent of all juniors and seniors enrolled full-time in accredited 

BSW programs are members of a minority group (p.28). 

Fowler’s conceptualizing of concrete interpretations in ritual and symbols 

of the transcendent by adolescents, plus the Gallup study suggestion that large 

numbers of college students in general may consider themselves to be religious, 

and Eck’s findings of wide-spread ethnic and religious diversity in the United 

States point to concerns stated by Amato von Hemert (1994) about possible 

worker bias. She argues that 

our Code of Ethics obligates us to increase our knowledge in this area, to 
avoid oppressing clients by rendering their religion invisible or irrelevant, 
to support religio-cultural diversity, to use religious community resources 
as necessary, and to respect client self-determination, even as it relates to a 
world view shaped by religious beliefs.(p.10) 

 

In their study of MSW students, Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert (1999) 

characterize the students as important "stakeholders" in this discussion within the 

profession about the inclusion of spiritual/religious content in social work practice 

and education. The dissertation research described here aims at surveying another 

group of "stakeholders"—BSW students. Lennon (2001) cites CSWE statistics for 

1999 that 37,557 students were enrolled full- time in bachelor level programs for 
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the 1998-1999 academic year; 7,334 were enrolled part-time; and 18,002 were 

enrolled in social work courses but not declared social work majors. Annual 

CSWE statistics reveal a continuing increase in enrollment and number of 

graduates from bachelor- level programs in social work from 1989 to 1999. 

Bachelor- level students of social work represent a substantial and apparently 

growing number of "stakeholders" in this inclusion issue who rely upon their 

professional education to prepare them to work effectively and ethically with 

clients. As students they will be interacting with social work clients in their field 

placements, and as graduates they will be providing services to clients—people 

who do come from this very diverse population that Eck reports on. Social work 

educators ultimately can do a disservice to social work clients by sending out 

under-prepared students who are unaware of the diversity of spiritual and 

religious beliefs that their clients may embrace. Particularly if social work 

students have strong personal beliefs and feel spirituality/religion is pertinent to 

themselves and their practice, social work educators and programs must actively 

address spiritual/religious issues to prepare students for ethical and competent 

practice. Inclusion of this material is particularly important now that a growing 

number of immigrants, refugees, and even the second generation of former 

immigrants and refugees with their diversity of beliefs are increasingly settling 

throughout America—no longer settling just along U.S. borders in cities near 

ports-of-entry. 

The September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in 

New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. illustrate the importance of 
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religious/spiritual issues for people experiencing trauma.  Reportedly large 

numbers of Americans turned to sites of worship for comfort at that time of 

extreme trauma; and prompted mourners to create impromptu shrines with 

pictures, flowers and candles near the sites of great loss of life on that day 

(Goodstein, 2001). While that level of religious/spiritual attendance has not 

continued, this response to the shocking events of that day illustrate a common 

initial reaction of many people at the time of significant trauma. Also evident 

from the subsequent reports about the victims of that September 11th was the 

wide cultural diversity of people who lost their lives while working at their jobs at 

those crash sites. Since social workers frequently work with clients during time of 

trauma, today’s social workers need to be prepared to work with clients of many 

faiths at such times. As Saleebey (1997) writes in discussing the strengths 

approach to practice, spirituality can be seen as one possible source of strength for 

social workers to use in their work with clients. 

Another recent development highlighting the importance of 

religious/spiritual issues today is the recent highly publicized issue of alleged 

sexual abuse by priests and ministers plus the accompanying conflict within the 

Catholic Church and reported crisis of faith of a number of Catholics (Meacham, 

2002). While religious abuse is not often spoken or written about, this can be a 

very real issue for many people today—and specifically for some clients working 

with social workers. As with other sensitive issues, social workers need to be 

prepared to effectively and ethically work with such issues when they affect their 

clients.  
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THE DISSERTATION STUDY 

This dissertation study aims to build upon current research and provide 

data about bachelor-level students beliefs to further inform the ongoing debate 

about inclusion of spiritual/religious content in social work education. The 

research question for this study is: What are the perceptions of bachelor- level 

social work students on the role of religion/ spirituality in social work? Three sub-

questions also investigated are: 1.What are the religious/spiritual beliefs of 

bachelor- level social work students? 2.How do bache lor- level social work 

students see their own religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their social work 

practice? 3.Do bachelor- level social work students see a place for religion and 

spirituality in social work education? 

To address these questions, a short questionnaire with Likert-type scaling 

was designed and administered to undergraduate students enrolled in social work 

courses required for the Bachelor of Social Work degree at purposefully selected 

CSWE accredited colleges and universities in the state of Texas. Section I of the 

questionnaire focuses on students personal religious/spiritual beliefs; Section II 

contains Sheridan’s "Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice" (RRSP) Scale; 

and Section III focuses on demographic information. The Religion/Spirituality & 

Social Work Questionnaire [See Appendix B] was administered to BSW students 

in seven schools of social work in Texas during the Spring 2002 semester. Since 

this is an exploratory study, data analysis focuses on detecting patterns and 

correla tions among the items in these sections to address the research question 

and sub-questions.  
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Throughout the U.S. today there is the continuing spread of racial, ethnic, 

and religious/spiritual diversity (Eck, 2001); a growing interest in personal 

spiritual growth (Gallup, 1999); and the strong interest in religion for many 

people seen by social work practitioners (Conrad & Joseph, 2001). Social work 

students (with their own possibly strong and unexamined personal belief systems) 

need to be adequately prepared at all levels of their education for ethical social 

work practice with people of religious and spiritual diversity. This research 

provides data to further illuminate the issue of inclusion of religious and spiritual 

content in social work education in preparing students for direct practice, policy, 

and administration as well as to provoke more research which can further inform 

the dialogue on these issues.  

SUMMARY 

This chapter briefly explicates the evolution of this dissertation study from 

a discussion of the problem of inclusion of religious/spiritual content in social 

work education to the rationale for this study to a statement of the research 

question and three sub-questions.  

The next chapter traces the evolution of the profession of social work in 

the United States from its religious/spiritual roots to the present as it responded to 

emerging need; provides definitions for the key terms of religion and spirituality; 

briefly reviews pertinent religious/spiritual- inclusive theories from major 

theoretical traditions that have provided a basis for social work practice; and cites 

recent social work literature that address issues pertinent to inclusion of 
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religious/spiritual content into social work education and practice—including the 

few empirical studies that were found.
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Chapter 2—Theory and Literature Review 

This chapter ties the current discussion about inclusion of 

religious/spiritual content in social work education to the values-base/religious 

roots of the profession and the ongoing process within the profession to maintain 

its focus on addressing emergent client needs. The first section provides an 

historical perspective that traces the evolution of the profession in America from 

its roots in colonial times to the present. The second section presents definitions 

and a discussion of the terms religion and spirituality in order to provide a clear 

conceptualization of these hard to concretize elements which are central to this 

inclusion issue. The third section gives a brief overview of theories from four 

major theoretical traditions that have provided a basis for social work practice 

over the past century. Jungian theory in the psychoanalytic tradition, Frankl’s 

Logotherapy in the existential tradition, Wilber’s Model of Conscious 

Development in the transpersonal tradition, Becvar’s Soul Healing approach in 

the postmodern tradition, Saleebey’s approach in the constructivist perspective, 

and Thayne’s conceptualization of social constructionism are cited due to their 

inclusion of spiritual/religious elements in their theoretical frameworks and 

practice models. 

Further, the fourth section contains a review of the current social work 

literature and is organized into four categories. In the first subsection, articles 

discussing the pros and cons of the inclusion issue for the profession are 

reviewed. The second subsection reviews articles and books that report on the 
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importance of inclusion of religious/spiritual content into social work practice 

with specific groups of clients. The third subsection presents information from 

several books that focus on the issues of religious abuse which relate to aspects of 

social work practice. The fourth subsection cites articles and books that focus on 

incorporating religious/spiritual elements into social work education—including 

both a discussion of proposed methodology for incorporating this content and 

research studies that survey practitioners, faculty, and students. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL WORK 

For most cultures throughout history, religion and priests/shamans/witch 

doctors have been viewed as the source of knowledge. With the work of Galileo, 

science came to challenge the exclusive authority of religion in the predominantly 

Christian culture of Europe (Wilson, 1999). The continued advance of scientific 

research and technology (including the printing press) further challenged the 

traditional religious means of knowing. Many people in Europe came to question 

religious authorities of the dominant Roman Catholic Church (Stearns, 1995). 

New and more individual-centered religions emerged during the Reformation that 

were Protestant religions with less focus on traditional priest-centered authority 

and more focus on personal interpretation of the Bible. Protestants in particular 

came to depend more on science for knowledge relating to their everyday lives. 

Many, however, held to their religious-based values and beliefs that influenced 

how they related to one another, and brought these with them when they came to 

America. These beliefs determined how they viewed poverty and treated those in 

need (Leiby, 1978). 
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Those in both Europe and America who were unable to reconcile the 

knowledge espoused by traditional Christian churches with emerging scientific 

discoveries (e.g., Darwin’s theory of Evolution) withdrew from regular church 

attendance (Glynn, 1999). However, many continued their church involvement 

and either attempted to reconcile the seeming inconsistencies between the 

knowledge of each or ignored it, and continued their religious connections and 

practices that had strong meaningful roots in their cultures. 

Social work in the 1800s emerged in America within the social context of 

the Judeo-Christian religious tradition which immigrants who were predominantly 

from England initially brought with them. As Leiby (1978) points out, "most 

Americans in the years 1815 - 1845 were nominal Christians...there was no 

serious alternative"(p.21). He continues: "Only gradually in the later nineteenth 

century did this religious orientation give way to secular views based on a 

naturalistic social (sometimes biological) science…(which appealed to) those who 

affirmed the Protestant ethic" (p.22). Early American social services were 

Christian-clergy directed and morality-based with a focus on concrete service 

such as food and housing by volunteers in parishes, settlement houses, and 

Community Organization Societies. Miles (1954) argues that the "most important 

factor in an American explanation of social work is the Western Christian 

tradition" (p.12). He reasons that this belief system is "basic in explaining why 

Americans behave collectively as they do," and "our system of welfare 

administration is based on (this) tradition, culture, and institutions of our common 

belief" (p.12). 
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While presenting a systematized and scientific approach to social work 

practice, Mary Richmond also acknowledges the role of religion and spirituality 

in her two texts on social work theory and methodology. In Social Diagnosis, 

Richmond (1917) cites the importance of considering the "spiritual environment" 

(p.35) in assessing specific groups such as hospitalized patients and immigrants. 

In this same text, she suggests that religious and spiritual beliefs can influence 

ceremonies as well as "the thought and life of the people" (p.384).  When 

discussing a case history in What is Social Case Work?, Richmond (1922) writes: 

"If this account seems to emphasize the material gains...there are nevertheless 

other gains, some of them even more important...There have been spiritual gains 

of the greatest significance that are not so easy to illustrate" (p.68).  

Social work theory and practice continued to evolve in response to 

significant changes in social context. With the end of World War I and the influx 

of the returning soldiers, social work theory was again expanded to address the 

needs of many who suffered from battle-related psychological injuries. As Austin 

(1986) writes of that period, "Psychiatrically-oriented social casework became 

increasingly important in the social work curriculum; and Freudian theories of 

developmental psychology and the psychology of the ego became essentially the 

sought-for ‘scientific base’ for casework practice" (p.11). The profession of social 

work was clearly moving to a position of science as primary authority. 

Another major influence on social work has been funding. Early funding 

primarily came as Judeo-Christian based charitable contributions. With the Great 

Depression, there was an increase in governmental funding of social programs 
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beginning in the 1930s with the Social Security Act of 1935 and continuing long 

past the post-World War II era. By 1942, thirty-four undergraduate programs of 

social work came together to form the National Association of Schools of Social 

Administration (NASSA) (Sheafor & Shank, 1986). A new social awareness was 

added to social work’s focus on biological and psychological needs. Austin 

(1997) cites this federal funding for public welfare programs which began in the 

1930s and continued with the 1949 funding of the National Institute of Mental 

Health (NIMH) as causing the rapid expansion of undergraduate social work 

education in America at that time. He also writes that NIMH funding has 

"successfully promoted the role of psychiatric social work within graduate school 

curricula, thereby contributing to the image of the social worker as one version of 

psychotherapist" (p.607). With this change in funding, came an awareness of the 

importance of separation of church and state in these governmentally funded 

programs, and a focus on science-based interventions. 

However, religious and spiritual inclusive theory also emerged. In 1938, 

Jung who had studied with Freud published Psychology & Religion which 

provided a theoretical basis for the inclusion of religion and spirituality for 

psychotherapists—including social workers. 

The years between 1950 and 1970 were a time of social unrest with the 

Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War. Governmental funding of social 

programs continued, and a new wave of immigration that greatly increased the 

diversity of ethnicity and religion in America was ushered in with the 

Immigration Act of 1965. The profession of social work examined how well it 
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provided services to meet emerging needs (Cohen, 1958). The National 

Association of Social Workers (NASW) was founded in 1955, and the Council on 

Social Work Education (CSWE) was formed from the AASSW and the NASSA 

in 1952. 

The 1962 CSWE Curriculum policy statement refers to the "wholeness of 

the human being" including "spiritual" attributes in the section on Human 

Behavior and the Social Environment (Meyer, 1986,p.23). Perhaps as a reflection 

of the social and cultural focus of that time, CSWE in their next policy statement 

in 1969 changed this wording to instead include "cultural contexts" and "bodies of 

knowledge derived from the biological, psychological, and social sciences as well 

as from the humanities which are needed for an understanding of social work 

values and practice" (Meyer, 1986, p.29).  

However, more theory inclusive of religion and spirituality again emerged. 

In 1959, Frankl published Man’s Search for Meaning which outlined the basis for 

his humanistic/existential Logotherapy with its theoretical religious and spiritual 

base for working with clients. With the emergence of Post-Modernism in the 

1960s, theories of Constructivism and Social Constructionism from the Cognitive 

tradition arose which had roots in Western and Asian philosophies and religion 

(Franklin, 1998). Transpersonal Psychology also emerged with its holistic and 

spiritual focus; and in 1968, Sutich founded an association and journal focusing 

on this approach (Boorstein, 1996). Social workers had more theoretical options 

for religious and spiritual inclusive practice.  
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During the 1970s, immigration continued as did the governmental funding 

of social services during the War on Poverty. Baccalaureate, Master’s, and 

Doctoral programs in social work proliferated to meet the growing need for 

trained social workers (Meyer, 1986). In 1971, CSWE began approval of the 

increased number of Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programs which were 

established to provide social workers for the growing number of jobs in public 

and child welfare that Master of Social Work graduates were not attracted to 

(Meyer, 1986). The 1972 CSWE Standards for the Accreditation of Baccalaureate 

Degree Programs in Social Work echo the 1969 CSWE Master’s Degree 

guidelines that focused on "person as he functions in his environment" and the 

importance of "sociocultural systems and their effect on human development and 

behavior" (Meyer, 1986, p.33). By 1979, the number of entering BSW students 

approximated the number of entering MSW students (Meyer, 1986). 

The official focus of social work education remained on biospychosocial 

factors with the addition of some theories from other disciplines such as sociology 

that related to groups, communities and organizations. However, the 

religiously/spiritually inclusive theories cited above continued to spread slowly 

within the profession as can be seen by the on-going publications and institutes 

which support these theories.  

With continued peace and increased prosperity in America during the past 

20 years, the immigration of people from Asia, Africa, Central and South 

America, Mexico, and countries formerly behind the Iron Curtain has continued 

in substantial numbers. While these new immigrants, refugees, and second-
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generation immigrants have dispersed throughout the United States (Eck,1996)—

and perhaps, because they have dispersed and influenced the larger population, 

there has been an increased focus on personal growth and self-actualization as 

seen in the popular media. A more conservative tone of national policies arose 

with the Reagan Administration, and local churches were called upon to help the 

needy in their communities as governmental funding of social programs was 

reduced and/or shifted to state and local governments (Netting,Thibault, & 

Ellor,1990).  

Religious and spirituality based 12-step programs such as Alcoholics 

Anonymous (AA), which originated in the 1930s, have proliferated since 1980. 

Through personal experience I have observed that self-help groups such as  

Alanon, Alateen, Alatot, Narcotics Anonymous (Naranon), Gamblers 

Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Sex Addicts Anonymous have spread 

throughout this and other countries. The women’s liberation movement which 

raised awareness of women’s issues and issues of abuse combined with a general 

interest at that time in improving individual and family functioning. This led some 

researchers and theoreticians during the past decade to press for the continued 

evolution of social work perspectives to incorporate spirituality--hence, 

advocating a biopsychosocialspiritual focus for the profession. Transpersonal 

(Canda, 1989; Carrol, 1997; Cowley and Derezotes, 1994; Derezotes, 2000; 

Vaughan, Wittine, and Bryan, 1997; and Wilber,1988), Existential (Frankl, 1984; 

Krill, 1996; and Sermabeikian, 1994), Constructivist (Mahoney, 1998; and 

Saleebey, 1994), and Social Constructionist (Thayne, 1998) theories continue to 
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be developed and written about in the social work literature. They have been 

added to the base of professional social work knowledge and the curricula in 

some schools of social work. 

CSWE’s 1982 combined Curriculum Policy for Master’s Degree and 

Baccalaureate Degree Programs in Social Work Education recognize in Section 

7.8 on curriculum content for Human Behavior and the Social Environment 

courses the "biological, psychological, and cultural systems as they affect and are 

affected by human behavior…in a pluralistic society" (Meyer, 1986, p.41). For 

the first time, these 1982 guidelines refer directly to religion by specifying in 

Section 7.5 that "curriculum must provide content on minorities…(and) 

groups…distinguished by age, religion, disablement, sexual orientation and 

culture" (Meyer, 1986, p.40).  

The 1992 CSWE Curriculum Policy Statement for Baccalaureate Degree 

Programs in Social Work Education again includes a reference to "religion" in 

Section B6.4 on Diversity. The CSWE Educational Policy and Accreditation 

Standards (EPAS) that took effect in July of 2002 also retain specific reference to 

"religion" as an aspect of diversity under Accreditation Standard 6.0 (CSWE, 

2001). A most striking addition, however, is under Educational Policy, IV. 

Foundation Curriculum Content, Section D: Human Behavior and the Social 

Environment and Accreditation. For the first time the CSWE educational 

guidelines specify inclusion of "theories and knowledge of biological, 

sociological, cultural, psychological, and spiritual development across the life 

span (CSWE, 2001, p.10). 
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In the last two decades there has been a shift in the thinking of the so-

called hard sciences (e.g., Quantum Theory in Physics). As Bisno & Cox (1997) 

note, the social work profession "searches for legitimacy and recognition from 

society" (p.373), and there appears to be a similar shift in social theory and 

general perceptions of what is real and how it is knowable.  As Denzin and 

Lincoln (1994) write in their preface to the Handbook of Qualitative Research,  

Where only statistics, experimental designs, and survey research once 
stood, researchers have opened up to ethnography, unstructured 
interviewing, textual analysis, and historical studies…scholars are now 
experimenting with the boundaries of interpretation, linking research to 
social change, delving into characteristics of race, ethnicity, gender, age, 
and culture to understand more fully the relationship of the researcher to 
the research. In various disciplines in various guises, this implicit critique 
of the traditional worldview of science and quantitative methods is taking 
place. (p. ix) 

The long-prevalent focus on science as "authority" in the profession of 

social work appears to have widened also to include new perspectives—including 

the cultural aspects of religion and the developmental aspects of spirituality. As 

social work theory, practice, and education have been influenced by social context 

and responded to emergent client needs, there has been an underlying thread in 

both theory and literature which reveals an interest in the function of religion and 

spirituality in the lives of and work with clients. This thread can be seen from 

Mary Richmond’s texts to Jung’s writings to Frankl’s existential theory published 

after WW II to the Post-Modern theories that emerged in the 1960s and continue 

to be developed. And of particular significance now, the most recently approved 

CSWE EPAS guidelines for both baccalaureate and master’s level social work 
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education that mandated inclusion of both religion as an area of diversity, and 

theories/knowledge of spiritual development (EPAS, 2001). 

Further research is needed to inform the current discussion by social 

workers of how to promote ethical social work practice in light of these new 

CSWE standards for social work education. This dissertation study is designed to 

provide data on BSW students’ beliefs since they comprise a large percent of all 

social work students who graduate each year and enter the profession.   

DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY 

Definitions in Social Work Literature  

Canda’s (1986) early research focuses on establishing a definition of the 

term "spirituality" for use in social work research, professional education and 

dialogue. His qualitative study, which included interviews with and a review of 

the works of eighteen social work researchers and educators who were prominent 

in the field of spirituality and social work, provide the basic conceptualization of 

spirituality for the work of subsequent researchers.  Summarizing the subjects’ 

view of spirituality, Canda (1988) writes: 

Interviewees defined spirituality as concern with the human quest for 
personal meaning and mutually fulfilling relationships among people, the 
nonhuman environment, and, for some, God. Given this holistic view of 
spirituality, interviewees were attuned to issues of meaning and 
relationship for clients, between clients and professional helper, and 
between client and the environment. According to this view, social work 
practice is itself a spiritual endeavor that involves the growth and 
fulfillment of client, professional helper, and the larger community. 
(p.243) 
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Carroll (1998) further built upon the work of Canda in enumerating seven 

themes that recur in spirituality when she writes:  

spirituality (1) is an intrinsic and irreducible aspect of the person; (2) is 
expressed through individual development and relationship with the 
environment; (3) integrates all aspects of the person; (4) involves the 
search for meaning and purpose; (5) involves loving relationship with all 
which exists; (6) provides a way of understanding human suffering and 
alienation; and (7) integrates the everyday worldly aspects with the 
transcendent aspects. (p.3) 

Carroll also proposed two distinct aspects of spirituality based on her 

review of the works of Canda (1986, 1988, 1990), Constable (1990), Corbett 

(1985), Imre (1971), Joseph (1988), Keith-Lucas (1960), Sermabeikian (1994), 

Siporin (1985), and others. She writes: 

The view of spirituality-as-essence refers to a core nature which provides 
a sense of personal wholeness and an energy that motivates people to 
actualize their potential for self-development and self-transformation. The 
view of spirituality-as-one-dimension, however, refers specifically to 
behaviors and experiences involved in developing meaning and a 
relationship with God, the transcendent, or ultimate  reality. Spirituality-
as-essence provides the context and direction for spirituality-as-one-
dimension. In addition, both meanings may be included in an overall 
concept of spirituality. (pp. 4-5) 

In addressing the differences in the concepts of spirituality and religion, 

Carroll (1997) conceives of spirituality as referring to "the essence of the 

individual and involves finding meaning in life" (p.27) and religion as referring to 

"the individual’s belief system and practices, which are typically institutionalized" 

(p.27). She cites similar definitions by Canda (1989), Derezotes (1995), Dudley 

and Helfgott (1990), Joseph (1988), Loewenberg (1985), Ortiz (1991), Siporin 

(1985), and Titone (1991) which also reflect this distinction of spirituality as an 
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internal phenomenon and religion as an external institution. In Sheridan and 

Amato-von Hemert’s (1999) study, spirituality is defined as "the human search 

for purpose and meaning of life experiences, which may or may not involve 

expressions within a formal religious institution" and religion as "a systematic 

body of beliefs and practices related to a spiritual search" (p.129). This highlights 

two important issues for social work research, education, and practice. First, 

spirituality is conceptualized as a universal intrinsic human quality that exists in 

and of itself and is not necessarily experienced and expressed in the extrinsic 

institutionalized system of beliefs and practices which is religion. Second, 

spirituality can be expressed in religion with all the diversity of beliefs and 

practices that implied. 

Definitions in Social Work-Related Literature  

Explorations of religion and spirituality are also appearing in the literature 

of fields related to social work such as nursing, psychology, sociology, and even 

history.  

Burkhardt (1989), writing in a nursing journal, appears to concur with 

concepts of religion and spirituality as outlined above. She envisions spirituality 

as the essence of one’s nature which involves both reflection on and coming to 

relationship with persona l experiences. For Burkhardt, religion is conceived of as 

a belief system that is the product of the rational mind. As such, she proposes that 

religion can be an expression of spirituality, but cautioned that "some religious 

beliefs and practices can also be dispiriting for a person" (p.71). 
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Psychologist Kenneth Pargament (1997) suggests that psychology and 

religion are ways of knowing and making sense of the world that complement 

rather than compete with each other. While the focus of his book is on the 

function of religion in coping, he alludes to the dualism of the internal spirituality 

and the external religious practice discussed above. He expresses the view that the 

concept of religion bridges the substantive sacred realm of beliefs, symbols, and 

actions/rituals with the functional search for significance and meaning in life. 

Envisioning religion as a process, Pargament views it as encompassing both the 

destinations people pursue in life (i.e. search for meaning, comfort, self, physical 

health, community, a better world) and the pathways they take to reach them (i.e. 

ways of feeling, thinking, acting and relating). To discover how religion is 

incorporated into each person’s life, he suggests investigating the specific when, 

why, and how of each person’s coping process. Citing the paucity of solid 

psychological research on the importance of religion in people’s lives, Pargament 

concludes that religious coping deserves greater recognition as a predictor in 

adjustment with short-term and longer-term implications for psychological well-

being, physical health, mortality, and spiritual well-being. 

Sociologists Stark and Bainbridge (1987) also focus on religion, and 

appear to support the concept of a duality of an inner human quality (i.e. 

spirituality) and an external religious organization (i.e. religion) that is a part of 

the culture that is similar to those discussed in the social work literature. Citing 

the resurgence of religion after World War II that has had widespread effects on 

diverse issues from voting to fertility, Stark and Bainbridge document the 
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deductive process they use to construct a theory of religion to facilitate the 

systematic sociological study of religion. They define religion as "systems of 

general compensators based on supernatural assumptions...those which give 

meaning and purpose to the existence of the world" (p.81). They also cite 

Durkheim’s definition of religion as "a unified system of beliefs and 

practices...which unite into a single moral community called a Church, all those 

who adhere to them" (p.103).  

Stark and Bainbridge (1987) deduced that humans develop religion in 

order to secure power. They propose that the powerful want religion to further 

secure their positions of privilege and greater levels of rewards while the 

powerless want religion for compensations based on supernatural assumptions 

(i.e. Why is there suffering? Does life have purpose?) because they lack the power 

to secure rewards in the present. Stark and Bainbridge conclude that since all 

human beings desire these general rewards (such as everlasting life) which the 

secular world cannot provide, religion must emerge. They propose that it becomes 

an integral part of each culture with the establishment by members of religious 

organizations such as churches, temples and mosques. 

In contrast, Kurtz, an historian, and Ketcham, a writer, (1992) focus on 

spirituality in their book that attempts to document the evolution of a spirituality 

of imperfection which underlies Alcoholics Anonymous. However, they too 

appear to support the duality of a non-substantial/internal quality of human 

spirituality and a substantial/external religion based on a set of specific beliefs and 

practices.  
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Kurtz and Ketcham (1992) suggest that in contrast to most modern 

religions that express a perfectionist spirituality, Alcoholics Anonymous found its 

roots in early Greek, Jewish, Christian and Eastern religions which express a 

spirituality of imperfection. This spirituality is based on the belief that human 

beings are inherently flawed and that pain is inevitable, but healing is possible 

within that pain. Those who undertake this spiritual journey first see, then 

understand, and eventually accept the imperfection within each of us.  

Alluding to the amorphous quality of spirituality, Kurtz and Ketcham 

(1992) describe rather than define the term. Citing storytelling as the traditional 

method of exploring life’s fundamental mysteries (e.g., Why are we here?), the 

authors use a storytelling approach to delimit the concept of spirituality. They 

write that spirituality is fluid in nature and so is not religion which is solid in 

nature; spirituality offers forgiveness and so is not therapy which offers 

explanations; spirituality includes humility, gratitude, tolerance and forgiveness; 

and spirituality is open-ended since "we have (it) only so long as we seek it; as 

soon as we stop seeking, we stop finding; as soon as we think we’ve got it, we’ve 

most certainly lost it"(p.143).  

While varying somewhat in their perspectives and terminology, these 

recent contributions to both social work and social work-related literature 

generally reflect a consensus on the current meaning of religion as an external 

organization and spirituality as inner human quality.  
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SOCIAL WORK THEORIES INCORPORATING RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY  

Throughout its history, social work as a profession has drawn its 

theoretical basis for practice from a variety of perspectives including 

psychoanalytic, existential, cognitive, and the post-modern constructionist, social 

constructivist, and transpersona l traditions. The theories discussed below 

incorporate religious and spiritual elements in their theory and may be particularly 

pertinent in light of the new EPAS educational guidelines due to take effect in 

July of 2002 which mandate inclusion of religion as a diversity issue and 

specified teaching of theories of spiritual development. Some of these theories 

have already been incorporated into the curricula of schools of social work. What 

follows is a brief discussion of theory from Jung of the psychoanalytic tradition 

who emerged in the 1930s, Frankl of the existential tradition who emerged in the 

1950s, Wilber of the transpersonal tradition who emerged in the late 1960s plus 

Becvar, Saleebee and Thayne of the post-modern constructionist and social 

constructivist traditions which also emerged in the late 1960s. While having 

emerged at different periods of history, all of these theories are currently used 

today by social workers as theoretical bases for their practice.  

Jungian Theory And The Psychoanalytic Tradition 

Jung, a psychiatrist who trained with Freud and began publishing his 

theory in the 1930s, adds a spiritual component to the unconscious and 

developmental focus of traditional psychoanalytic thought. Jung (1966) observes 

"that certain ideas exist almost everywhere and at all times and they can even 

spontaneously create themselves quite apart from migration and tradition" (p.4). 
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He suggests that these recurrent archetypes come to manifest themselves in 

different ways throughout history in pagan and Christian forms. Jung (1966) cites 

the concept of God as an example of an "important and influential archetype" 

(p.73) that occurs frequently through time and across cultures in innumerable 

varied forms and images.  

Jung (1966) views spirituality as an essential dimension of human nature 

and, as such, a valuable area of study. He writes that  

it is self-evident that any kind of psychology which touches upon the 
psychological structure of human personality cannot avoid at least 
observing the fact that religion is not only a sociological or historical 
phenomenon, but also something of considerable personal concern to a 
great number of individuals.(p.1)  

He further argues that religion exists psychologically in that it can be studied 

empirically as other ideas and mental constructs are in psychology--as phenomena 

to be observed. Jung (1966) writes: "Psychological existence is subjective in so 

far as an idea occurs in only one individual. But it is objective in so far as it is 

established by a society" (p.3).   

Jung (1966) uses the term religion to indicate "a peculiar attitude of the 

human mind" (p.5) which is similar to the current use of the term spirituality. In 

contrast, he suggests that "creeds are codified and dogmatized forms of original 

religious experience… sanctified and usually congealed in a rigid, often elaborate, 

structure…(reproduced by) a ritual…(within) an unchangeable institution" (p.6) 

which is similar to the current concept of religion.  

In Jung’s view, religion is an expression of the unconscious; and the ritual 

is created to control what was unconscious. Alluding to this unconscious nature of 
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religion, Jung (1966) points out that current Christian dogmas "are not peculiar to 

Christianity alone. They occur just as often in pagan religions and, moreover, they 

can reappear spontaneously as psychical phenomena in all kinds of variations, as 

they have, in a remote past, originated from visions, dreams, or trances" (p.56). 

He further proposes that  

since the dawn of mankind there has been a marked tendency to delimit 
the unruly and arbitrary ‘supernatural’ influences by definite forms and 
laws....In the last two thousand years we find the institution of the 
Christian church assuming a mediating and protective function between 
these influences and man. (p.21-22) 

In his Euro-centered perspective, Jung focuses on the influence of the 

predominant Christian church on people’s lives, but his above-cited reference to 

"all kinds of variations" has greater pertinence for social workers today. 

While addressing these issues of religion and creed, unconscious 

experience and institutions, Jung (1966) remains mindful of his phenomenological 

stance. He writes:  

The psychologist, in as much as he assumes a scientific attitude, has to 
disregard the claim of every creed to be the unique and eternal truth. He 
must keep his eye on the human side of the religious problem, in that he is 
concerned with the original religious experience quite apart from what the 
creeds have made of it. (p. 7) 

Jung’s (1966) theoretical framework and conceptualization of an internal 

human spiritual quality which he views as an essential dimension of human nature 

appear to be particularly applicable to social work education and practice. Carroll 

(1997) suggests the use of Jung’s theory as a needed spiritually relevant 

personality development model in social work education. Sermabeikian (1994) 



 34 

proposes Jungian theory as a relevant framework to promote social workers 

understanding of spirituality as an essential dimension of human nature with the 

existence of religious feelings and ideas present in the human psyche throughout 

history.   

Frankl’s Logotherapy and Existential Theory  

Viktor Frankl, an existential humanist and founder of logotherapy or what 

some call the "Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy", introduces a tripartite 

concept of the human being as composed of spirit as well as mind and body into 

his model of psychotherapy in the 1950s. When Jung incorporated spirituality into 

his model, he envisioned the human being as composed solely of soma (body) and 

psyche (mind)--with spirit existing in the psyche (mind) and not as a separate 

aspect of the person as Frankl suggests. Barnes (1995) addresses this distinction 

when he writes: 

Frankl’s use of the term ‘spirit’ is not necessarily a religious concept but a 
universal human dimension, just like the body (soma) and mind (psyche). 
Every man, woman, and child has a spirit, regardless of whether or not the 
individual is religious; and, if they are religious, irrespective of their 
denomination. (p.7) 

Freud and Adler also view the person as composed of body (soma) and 

mind (psyche) with neuroses and sickness caused by repressed drives for pleasure 

(Freud) or power (Adler). Building on their work, Frankl proposes a drive or will 

to create meaning in life which he saw as even more important and fundamental 

to human existence. Frankl (1984) writes:  "Man’s search for meaning is the 

primary motivation in his life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of instinctual 
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drives" (p.105). As an existentialist, Frankl recognizes that life includes suffering; 

but, based on his own experience as a prisoner for almost three years in a Nazi 

death camp during World War II, he maintaines the positive stance that "life holds 

a potential meaning under any conditions, even the most miserable ones" (p.12). 

Citing statistical studies from the 1980s in Europe and the United States as well as 

his observations of problems presented by patients, Frankl concluds that an 

"existential vacuum is a widespread phenomenon of the twentieth century" 

(p.111) wherein many people feel a "total and ultimate meaninglessness of their 

lives....(and) are haunted by the experience of their inner emptiness" (pp.110-

111).  

Frankl (1984) devised the term logotherapy from the Greek word logos or 

meaning to convey that this theory and methodology focused on "the meaning of 

human existence as well as on man’s search for such a meaning" (p.104). 

According to this model, people "discover meaning in life in three different ways:  

(1) by creating work or doing a deed; (2) by experiencing something or 

encountering someone; and (3) by the attitude we take toward unavoidable 

suffering" (p.115). Frankl (1984) suggests that "a logotherapist is the least 

tempted of all psychotherapists to impose value judgments on his patients" 

(p.114) since the task of the logotherapist is "widening and broadening the visual 

field of the patient so that the whole spectrum of potential meaning becomes 

conscious and visible to him" (p.115). While attempting to "make the patient fully 

aware of his own responsibleness... (the logotheralpist) leave(s) to him the option 

for what, to what, or to whom he understands himself to be responsible" (p.114).  
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Frankl’s (1984) clear theoretical conception of spirit as an intrinsic part of 

the human being which can be a strong resource for health, plus his awareness of 

the potential therapeutic benefit of respectfully and knowledgeably incorporating 

the client’s religious beliefs in facilitating the process of change suggests that 

logotherapy could be a potentially useful theoretical and practice model to 

promote better understanding by social workers of working with religion and 

spirituality in practice with clients.   

 Sermabeikian (1994) and Krill (1996) write of the pertinence of 

existential theory such as Frankl’s logotherapy with it’s inclusion of spirituality to 

current social work practice and education. Krill (1996) notes that the emergence 

of existential theorists work in social work literature beginning in 1962 has 

permitted a somewhat limited but currently growing interest in existential theory 

within the field. He identifies four recurrent themes in the existential literature 

(also evident in Frankl’s work) which he believes are particularly suited to social 

work theory and practice --stress upon individual freedom and uniqueness of the 

person, recognition of suffering as a necessary part of life, focus on the here and 

now, and the sense of responsibility plus connection and care for others (p.251). 

Krill (1996) further suggests that the client-centered orientation, emphasis on 

experience-based change, and "concern with values and philosophical or religious 

perspectives" (p.269) of the existential approach are particularly suited to the 

needs of social work clients today who are attempting to deal with the effects of 

personal alienation reported by Jung over forty years ago and later relabeled 

"existential frustration" by Frankl. 
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Transpersonal Theory and Wilber’s Model of Consciousness Development 

When Sutich announced the founding of an association and journal of 

transpersonal psychology in 1968, he visualized it as a new and emerging 

paradigm that was a direct outgrowth of humanistic psychology. Writing in 1996, 

he proposes that transpersonal therapy addresses "the full range of pathologies 

and positive human possibilities" (p.12). Further, he writes that the primary focus 

of transpersonal psychology is the intra-personal rather than the inter-personal; 

and theorizes that the focus on the spiritual or transpersonal fosters both the intra- 

and inter-personal worlds of the client. Vaughan, Wittine, and Walsh (1996) 

describe transpersonal psychotherapy as "an approach to healing and growth that 

aims at the integration of physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual aspects of 

well-being" (p.483).  

Citing the influence of environmental factors in the emergence of models 

and theories used in social work, Cowley (1996) writes that Fourth Force 

transpersonal theory arose from a postmodern dispirited age plagued by high 

levels of drug abuse, violence, and homelessness. Cowley (1993) suggests that the 

cultural context of the 1990s created an "existential/spiritual vacuum of the Dis-

spirited Man/Woman" (p.528) which led to the emergence of transpersonal 

psychology. Cowley and Derezotes (1994) proposes that the "avoidance or denial 

of religious and spiritual components in the person- in-situation configuration has 

created a basic flaw in the capacity to understand modern maladies" (p.37) and 

"poorly prepared social workers confronted with a spiritual emergency could be a 

danger to clients" (p.37). They stress that "without specific professional 
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preparation in how to help clients with problems that involve the moral and 

spiritual dimensions, social workers are unlikely to respond effectively " (p.37). 

Further addressing the concept of spiritual emergency, Grof & Grof (1989) 

suggest that meditation and spiritual practice are the most common precipitators 

of such an emergency; but they also cite powerful emotional experiences such as 

death of a loved one, end of a love relationship, a divorce or even childbirth as 

other possible triggers. 

Agreeing that the current cultural context mandates the further evolution 

of psychological theory, Walsh and Vaughan (1996) propose that transpersonal 

theory provides an appropriate model for therapy today since it addresses 

traditional goals of symptom relief and behavior change while providing 

additional methods which are suitable for work at the transpersonal level-- for 

clients who are ready to work at that level.  

In support of this position, Walsh and Vaughan (1996) describe how the 

transpersonal view of the psyche as composed of the four major dimensions of 

consciousness, conditioning, personality, and identification moves beyond 

existing theory. Under this model, the person is seen as trapped in the 

conditioning of the past; and the goal of therapy is to help the person become 

more aware of these conditioned attachments in order to facilitate detachment 

from these self- limiting attachments (e.g., addictions). In transpersonal theory, the 

personality is viewed as only one aspect of a person’s being and not the total 

person as in other theories; and the goal is to help the person expand their self-

perception beyond their past conditioning (e.g., sexism, racism). Identification is a 
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crucial concept in this model since it includes internal identity as well as the 

traditional focus on identity with an external something or someone else; and the 

goal is an expanded sense of identity beyond individual ego or personality 

through a dis- identity process. Also, in contrast to some current theories (i.e. 

psychoanalytic), transpersonal theory is depicted by Walsh and Vaughan (1996) 

as supporting a non-hierarchical mutual growth therapy process between client 

and therapist that aims at helping the client to change their relationship to life 

experiences (e.g., illness, death, discrimination).  

Canda (1989), Carroll (1997), Cowley and Deresotes (1994) suggest 

Wilber’s (1985) Full spectrum of Consciousness Model of transpersonal theory 

for consideration by social work educators. Based on a synthesis of Eastern 

contemplative practices and Western psychology, this model includes 

developmental levels with their developmental tasks, possible pathologies, and 

suggested clinical interventions. Derezotes (2000) suggests that this Fourth Force 

of social work can be used "particularly when a client needs to heal spiritual 

traumas, when the spiritual component of a problem needs to be considered, or 

when the client wishes to foster his spiritual development" (p.125).   

Wilber (1985a) holds that a fundamental question for people throughout 

history has been "Who am I?" and suggests that self- identity depends on where 

people place their boundaries. He proposes that each of us is born with the unity 

consciousness or supreme identity of perceiving no boundaries between what is 

me and what is not me. As people develop, they commonly come to draw body-

determined boundaries of this is me and that is not me; this is mine and that is not 
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mine. In the Western world particularly, people often further draw a boundary 

between body and mind--identifying with the mental self or ego. As they find 

aspects of our mind or psyche not acceptable, they draw more boundaries and 

repress, split off, or project these parts of themselves onto others. Wilber (1985a) 

labels these unwanted aspects of ourselves as "shadow" and this constricted self-

image the "persona" (p.7). 

In a continuing process of integrating psychology and contemplative 

traditions, Wilber (1998b) proposes that for most of history—except in the 

modern era in the West--the dominant worldview includes a series of nests within 

nests. He suggests the model of a Great Nest of Being (p.8) which is still 

practiced in Eastern traditions as a basis of the transpersonal view. In this model,  

the center nest is matter that is studied in physics. This is nested in life studied in 

biology that is nested in soul studied in theology that is nested in spirit studied in 

mysticism. He visualizes transpersonal theory as going beyond a focus on the 

central nests to include the mind, soul and spirit. Further, he suggests that religion 

which rests on contemplation (in the Eastern tradition) can be an "engine of 

growth and transformation"(p.167). 

Of particular interest to social work practice is Wilbur’s (1998a) proposes 

seven stage model of human growth and development from the least developed 

and integrated stage through the successive stages to the most developed and 

integrated stage. Similar to theorists such as Piaget and Maslow, Wilber (1998a) 

suggests that each of these developmental levels has appropriate tasks that the self 

must successfully negotiate in order to "differentiate from the lower stage,  
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identify with the higher stage, and then integrate the higher with the lower" 

(p.68).  

Rather than supplanting existing therapeutic approaches, Wilber’s model 

appears to be an attempt to provide a comprehensive framework for synthesizing 

such approaches into a transpersonal method of practice and even provide a basis 

for others’ research. Stressing the importance of finding a "comprehensive model 

to guide multidimensional assessments" by social workers, Cowley (1993) 

advocates a transpersonal approach. Cowley (1996) concludes that "by assessing 

the developmental strengths and deficits of the client in each dimension of being, 

the transpersonal practitioner can target interventions to the developmental lines 

most salient to the client’s problems in living" (p.681). 

Postmodern, Constructivist and Social Constructionist Theories 

Postmodern philosophy emerged in the 1960s and significantly influenced 

social theory by calling into question the previously accepted concept of a stable 

objective reality that was knowable by established methods of scientific inquiry 

(Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 1998). A postmodern orientation is evident in 

Becvar’s (1998) conceptualization of Soul Healing as "the creation of contexts in 

(therapy) which...emphasized solutions and the facilitation of wellness in a 

holistic sense" (p.4). This model is based on her proposals that there is a 

transcendent dimension which provides context for all relationships; there are "no 

decontextualized individuals or problems" (p.5); and the self is constructed in 

multiple relationships through a socially constructed and value laden language. 

Based on these assumptions, she proposes a spiritual orientation in working with 
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families which includes: "acknowledging connectedness, suspending judgment, 

trusting the universe, creating realities and walking the path with heart" (p.5).  

Becvar (1998) suggests the strengths of a Soul Healing approach to family 

therapy are that it focuses on contexts for solutions to problems and wellness; it 

encourages the client to feel empowered; it demonstrates respect for individual 

differences; and it promotes the growth of individuals towards their goals of 

spiritual fulfillment and ultimately towards world peace. 

The impact of postmodern philosophy is also evident in constructivist 

theory that emerged from the cognitive tradition in psychology. Franklin (1998) 

cites its roots in both Western and Asiatic philosophies and religions. Mahoney 

(1998) writes: 

constructivism is a family of theories and therapies that emphasize at least 
three interrelated principles of human experience: (a) that humans are 
proactive...participants in their own experience...;(b) that the vast majority 
of the ordering processes organizing human lives operate at tacit…levels 
of awareness; and (c) that human experience and personal psychological 
development reflect the ongoing operation of individualized, self-
organizing processes that tend to favor the maintenance...of experiential 
patterns. (p.7) 

Saleebey (1994) proposes the integration of a constructivist perspective 

into social work practice and theory. From the constructivist viewpoint, truth is 

not "innate and immutable" (p.352) but is embedded in context /culture; and, as 

such, it is variable over time and between cultures. Through interaction of culture 

and self, the individual comes to make sense of her/his world; and both shares and 

co-creates this world-view by means of stories, narratives and myths. He stresses 

the need for practitioners to more clearly understand "how people and culture 
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create a world of meaning" (p.351), and incorporate this into practice to avoid 

serious errors in attributing false meanings to behavior of clients who are from 

different cultural backgrounds than our own. To avoid this misdiagnosis and 

hence misdirected or inappropriate treatment, he suggests that "we begin to 

ground our professional understanding and actions in the stories, in the meaning 

systems of those we help" (p.352). While Saleebey does not specifically refer to 

spiritual and religious beliefs, neither does he exclude these pervasive and varied 

sources as exceptions in his emphasis on culture, stories, narratives and myths.  

Saleebey (1994) points out that we rarely hear the stories of oppressed 

people, and it is these stories which "may instruct individuals on how to survive 

or how to accept--even how to overcome--difficult situations" (p.353). Citing 

women and Native Americans as examples of groups whose stories have been 

silenced, he writes that "without a story, meaning, conviction, and possibility fail" 

(p.354). In line with the profession’s focus on beginning where the client is, 

Saleebey suggests that social workers evoke and listen to these stories, narratives, 

and myths that can illuminate the inner strengths of the individual and/or group. 

In addition, as part of social work’s value on promoting social action, he suggests 

that social workers become more aware of and facilitate the sharing of these "tales 

of the quest for respect, relief, or redemption or the creation and reviving of 

symbols that unite hopes with action (which) have moved people and have 

encouraged them to alter or defy their circumstances" (p.354). 

Social constructionism also emerged in the 1960s and reflected the impact 

of postmodern thinking in the field of sociology. Franklin (1998) cites Gergen as 
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characterizing "social constructionism as concerned with the social processes by 

which people come to describe, explain, and account for their world. Meanings 

are believed to arise in particular settings or traditions. Cultures, communities, 

and institutions influence the way we see the world" (p.62). Franklin contrasts the 

constructivist focus on "cognitive structures" with the social constructionists 

focus on "language, narratives, and sociohistorical and cultural processes as 

primary factors in understanding one’s constructions" (p.61). 

Thayne (1998) states that "spiritual strivings and religious beliefs 

comprise some of the most profound and fertile areas of meaning in people’s 

lives" (p.13). He proposes that "religion and spirituality can significantly 

influence people’s life orientation and play important supportive roles for them" 

(p.13). Exploring these spiritual/religious beliefs with the client can provide the 

social worker crucial information about how the client  "see(s) the world and 

operate(s) within it" as well as the "sacred dimensions of meaning" which can 

become powerful resources for enabling clients to "deal with the challenges of 

life" (p.14).   

Thayne (1998) suggests the traditional positivist epistemologies that 

focused on scientific objectivism have influenced mental health practitioners and 

researchers to distance themselves from the more subjective domain of religion 

and spirituality--viewing it as either pathological or the exclusive domain of 

clergy. He cites the emergence of postmodernism and "the related concepts of a 

social constructionist epistemology" (p.14) as well as the growing number of 

studies indicating the "positive, buffering effect on the stresses of personal 
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adjustment, depression, and anxiety when people have an intrinsic orientation 

toward their religious faith" (p.14) as resulting in more openness within the 

mental health field to approaching these issues. However, he cautions that "some 

clinicians may have personal barriers to opening up dialogue on spiritual or 

religious subjects" (p.15). 

Citing epistemological differences with the traditional modernist 

perspective wherein practitioners are viewed as experts, Thayne (1998) proposes 

that "social constructionism...can enable social workers to open up the therapeutic 

discussion to the subjective religious/spiritual experiences of their clients in a 

respectful and helpful way" (p.15). Since social constructionists view knowledge 

as created in relationships through language, practitioners are seen as co-authors 

with clients in efforts to move them towards their goals--with clients being the 

"first author" (p.17) of their story. Thayne stresses the importance in the social 

constructionist perspective of practitioners being open to entering a mutual 

relationship wherein the practitioners confront and become more aware of their 

own prejudices when dealing with clients’ spiritual and religious beliefs, have 

genuine respect for clients’ ideas and beliefs, and assume a "not-knowing" 

position (p.19) to allow clients to have the space to explore their own meanings.  

Thayne (1998) views social constructionism as a valuable way of thinking 

for practitioners who are working with clients holding diverse spiritual and 

religious beliefs by providing a conceptual framework which allows room for 

these diverse beliefs to have validity in a given context. Hence, practitioners can 
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maintain their own beliefs while promoting a respectful and open atmosphere in 

which to explore clients’ beliefs. 

REVIEW OF CURRENT SOCIAL WORK LITERATURE 

The social work literature referred to above supported specific theories for 

addressing spiritual and religious issues in social work practice and education. 

The current relevant social work literature reviewed in this section appears to 

demonstrate that the same social/cultural influences which have influenced these 

authors have also influenced the CSWE to include religion as a diversity issue and 

spirituality as a practice issue in the EPAS for July 2002.  

The literature cited below fall into three major categories. The first section 

includes general articles and books discussing the implications of including and 

not including spiritual/religious content into the profession of social work. Issues 

raised here include the recognition of an emerging need for more comprehensive 

and holistic perspectives to view person- in-environment; current ethical and  

value-related ramifications for client and social worker; increased awareness of 

the impact of diversity in beliefs held by clients from non-Christian cultures; and 

a brief review of the separation of church and state debate.   

The second section includes a very small sampling of the growing number 

of articles and books reporting evidence of successful inclusion of spiritual and 

religious elements into social work practice with specific groups of clients. 

Included here are reports on the efficacy of including spiritual/religious-based 

social work interventions with racial/ethnic groups (e.g., African Americans, 

Hispanics and Latinos), gays and lesbians, substance abusers, young males in the 
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juvenile justice system, women living with HIV, as well in a hospice setting 

dealing with issues of death and dying.   

The third section focuses on a much smaller number of articles or books 

that relate to incorporating spirituality and religion into social work education. 

Included here is a proposal for how to actually incorporate spiritual /religious 

content into professional social work education which is followed by reports on 

the six research studies that focus on social work practitioner, faculty and student 

beliefs/feelings about including such content in social work education.  

Discussions on Inclusion Of Religious/Spiritual Content Into The Profession 

Citing the traditional roots of social work in an ecological systems 

perspective plus the current pressures towards rational, behavioral and 

economically-efficient service provision, Siporin (1985) cautions against this 

restrictive reductionistic approach. He suggests social work is an art that can be a 

scientific art based on valid data, theories, principles, and techniques that are 

systematically tested and verified. He supports the need for both quantitative and 

qualitative research to more fully study diverse problems and situations.  

Siporin (1985) proposes three new perspectives for clinical practice to aid 

social workers in their work with clients. First, citing a "post-Watergate morality" 

(p.209), he suggests a renewed exploration of moral aspects of practice to help 

clients face and deal with their moral/ethical conflicts (i.e., obligations and 

responsibilities), their anxiety, guilt or shame. He views this perspective as 

compatible with and complementary to the ecological systems approach as well as 
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social workers’ acceptance of people (which he characterized as tolerance of 

constructive deviance). 

Second, Siporin (1985) supports further exploration of the spiritual 

perspective in social work as a move to rediscover the tradition of religious 

concerns in social work. Observing both that many people are searching for 

spiritual meaning and significance in their lives plus the importance of spirituality 

in individual, family and community functioning, Siporin cites a "general neglect 

of these matters in clinical assessment and intervention" (p.211). 

Third, Siporin (1985) views the discipline of hermeneutics (i.e. the process 

of detecting and interpreting patterns in observed details) as providing a more 

complete, intuitive and holistic understanding of the client’s view of reality which 

thereby enables the social worker to join more effectively in the work with that 

client. He concludes with the admonition for clinical social workers to be self-

aware to facilitate authentic dialogue with and greater understanding of clients 

that in turn can result in more effective helping. 

Cornett (1992) cites the progressive development of the profession of 

social work from its initial focus to its current biopsychosocial perspective, and 

argues that it is time for the incorporation of a spirituality perspective in order to 

reveal a more comprehensive person-in-environment view of clients. He briefly 

comments on the significance of such a biopsychosocialspiritual perspective in his 

own work with people in the gay community who face AIDS and who must deal 

with life events over which they have little or no control. 
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Cornett (1992) points to three main objections to the incorporation of a 

spiritual perspective into the profession of social work as first, a discomfort with 

what is not quantifiable or easily observable; second, a fear of imposing a specific 

perspective (i.e. conservative Protestant theology) on the client; and third, the 

maintenance of a personal rational, problem-solving perspective to the exclusion 

of any other possible spiritual view of the world. In response to the first two 

objections, Cornett counters that social workers already deal with concepts that 

are loosely defined or difficult to measure and, also, must routinely avoid 

imposing any particular personal perspective onto a client. Responding to the 

third objection, he cautions that maintenance of a strict rational, problem-solving 

stance by social workers can hinder the growth of clients who could benefit from 

exploration of their spiritual view of their life and place in the world.  

In 1994, the Journal of Social Work Education published two articles in 

the same issue that presented opposing arguments on the inclusion of religious 

content in social work education. In the "Yes!" article, Amato-von Hemert (1994) 

argues that schools of social work must teach students the many roles religion can 

play in setting goals, assessment, intervention and evaluation. Citing the NASW 

Code of Ethics (1980), she suggests that recent research on the relevance of 

religion to social work must be included in social work education for the field "to 

take responsibility for identifying, developing, and fully utilizing knowledge for 

professional practice" (p.7). Again referring to social work ethics, the author 

proposes that the belief in fostering client self-determination mandates 

recognizing the full range of the client’s being-- including religion. She defines 
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religion as "a dimension of personality, and a social condition" (p.8), and further 

states: "social work practice that covertly avoids religion discriminates by acts of 

omission" (p.8). Turning to a diversity prospective, Amato-von Hemert suggests 

that social workers support religio-cultural diversity and client use of appropriate, 

available religious-based community resources. She compares professional 

education addressing issues of class, gender, and race with issues of religion. She 

proposes that just as social workers are not left to their own experiences with 

class, gender, and race as their knowledge base and standard for making 

professional judgments, neither should they be left solely with this limited 

personal-experience base for decisions on religion-based issues. 

In the "No" article in that same journal issue, Clark (1994) cautions 

against the inclusion of religious issues in social work. He warns of a larger 

underlying motive of some social workers to place "religious epistemology, 

values, and praxis in an ascendant position in social work education, practice, and 

research" (p.14). He fears that such a shift in focus could cause the profession to 

lose some of the political and technological gains it has made in recent years. 

Viewing any move by social workers to clinically ‘address’ religious issues as 

requiring a religious framework for assessment and religious techniques to treat 

the problem, Clark protests that training programs need not take on the "additional 

burden of pastoral or theological training" (p.14). In seeming contradiction (and 

unsubstantiated by cited research), he concludes: "Effective clinical social 

workers already integrate clients’ religious orientations into their psycho-social 
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approaches. Graduate social work education should already prepare students to 

‘address’ religious issues" (p.15). 

Carroll (1997) proposes an on-going interest in spirituality by the 

profession of social work that has historically been a developmental process, and 

describes the evolution of this process over time. She cites the emergence of 

organizations such as the North American Association of Christians in Social 

Work in 1974, and the publication of several spiritual/religion based journals such 

as the Journal of Jewish Communal Service about that time. Reporting greater 

interest within the field of social work since the mid-1980s, she points to a 

pervasive holistic approach by researchers from that time that mandates the 

inclusion of spiritual/religious issues in social work practice, education and 

research. She specifically cites research that relates spirituality to ethnic/racial 

concerns (Berthold, 1989), women’s issues (Logan, 1990), and practice issues 

(Derezotes, 1995; Gregoire, 1995; Logan, 1990; Smith, 1995; Smith & Gray, 

1995; Titone, 1991). Carroll suggests that spirituality is compatible, if not 

necessary, under the profession’s commitment to the worth and dignity of the 

person; goal of enhancing and maintaining psychosocial functioning; and focus on 

the person- in-situation and empowerment of the individual (both on micro and 

macro levels). 

Carroll (1997) concluds that to adequately and appropriately address 

clients’ spirituality, social workers need education in the content of spiritually-

relevant development models (e.g., Jung’s theory of personality development, 

Aden’s faith development model, Fowler’s faith development model, the 
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structural-hierarchical or transpersonal spectrum model) and effective treatment 

modalities (e.g., meditation, imagery) as well as information on multicultural 

religious diversity (e.g., Buddhism, Shaminist, Jewish, Christian). In addition, she 

stresses the importance of social work education to provide opportunities for 

students to increase their own self-understanding about their own spirituality and 

beliefs through assignments such as writing their family histories and constructing 

their own genogram. 

Citing Weick (1983), Carroll (1998) suggests a new health-focused social 

work paradigm based on a "capacity for self-transformation (that) involves an 

inner sense of knowing or wisdom and is an internal response to opportunities for 

healthy development" (p.4). She further proposes that a shift from a focus on 

pathology to facilitating development towards wholeness is supported in much of 

the relevant literature-- including Richmond’s (1930) use of the word 

"individuation" in reference to normal development and not "a wrong to be 

righted or a disease to be eradicated" (p.6).  

In discussing implications for practice, Carroll (1998) suggests that the 

concept of spirituality-as-essence allows for the reframing of a crisis from a 

problem to a situation resulting from a loss of meaning or feeling of 

connectedness which can be interpreted and used as an opportunity for growth to 

the next stage of spiritual development. She feels this approach is particularly 

suited to social values and ethics since it "involves the clinician fully accepting 

the client where he or she is and thereby providing space and structure within 

which the client taps into his or her inner power, gains self-trust, and finds 
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freedom for self-discovery" (p.9). She further proposes that important issues and 

inner resources may be missed if the social worker does not recognize and address 

the spirituality-as-one-dimension, since a client may be in a crisis precipitated by 

loss of meaning and/or connection with God or transcendent power in her or his 

life.  

Citing Canda (1988b), Carroll concludes: 

Social work needs to develop guidelines for assessing client willingness 
and readiness to use these transpersonal forces and tools...the clinician 
needs to develop the art and skills required for providing these tools and, 
when necessary, to make appropriate referrals.…to address the spirituality 
of our clients is not to practice religion but is to affirm the wholeness of 
their being. (p.1) 

Sermabeikian (1994) adds a new ethical dimension to this debate on 

inclusion of spiritual and religious content into social work. Not only does she 

suggest that a spiritual perspective is an important area in social work practice for 

strengthening clients’ coping mechanisms to meet both basic needs and maintain 

mental health, but she raises the ethical concerns for not including such content--

particularly in social work education.  

Citing the crucial role of the relationship between the client and the social 

worker, Sermabeikian (1994) quotes Goldstein (1987) as arguing that "students 

and seasoned professionals alike are bearers of significant moral, value and 

spiritual beliefs that are bound to find expression in work with individuals, 

families, and communities" (p.179). She cautions that research suggests "patient 

values appear to be the second most powerful predictor of clinical bias" (p.178), 
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and proposes that social worker bias in beliefs (or non-belief) in spirituality can 

be as damaging to the client as racism or sexism. 

Sermabeikian (1994) concludes that spirituality is "a human need; it is too 

important to be misunderstood; avoided; or viewed as regressive, neurotic, or 

pathological in nature" (p.181). She cautiones that spirituality can be manifested 

in healthy and unhealthy ways (e.g., religious pathology, cult involvement, rigid 

ideologies), but stresses that it should not be avoided or ignored by the profession. 

Instead, she suggests that social workers develop comfort with exploring spiritual 

issues and solutions for their clients as well as maintaining sensitivity to and 

acceptance of fundamental client beliefs and values. Sermabeikian views 

spirituality as an important element in social work practice, ethics, and 

education/training.  

Echoing Sermabeikian’s ethical concerns about the profession’s not 

addressing spiritual and religious issues, Benningfield (1998) cites the rapid 

growth of interest in alternative, holistic, mind-body centered medicine and 

psychotherapy plus the proliferation of 12-step spiritua lity-based support groups 

as stimulating widespread interest in spiritual and religious issues in mental health 

practice. He cautions, however, that "the therapist’s own personal biases, lack of 

adequate education, personal discomfort and self-serving needs can contribute to 

problems and complications in therapy when addressing religious/spiritual issues" 

(p.25).  

Benningfield (1998) proposes ten areas of particular concern that he 

suggests could become possible problem areas in therapists working with client 
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spiritual/religious issues. He summarizes these as "dealing with the subject 

inappropriately... (and) inappropriately avoiding the subject" (p.41). To address 

these issues, he suggests inclusion of spiritual and religious issues in professional 

education as well as the provision of opportunities for students to "process their 

own spiritual journeys" (p.41).  

Also focusing on ethical issues in their argument for the inclusion of 

spirituality and religion into the profession of social work, Hickson and Phelps 

(1998) quot Colangelo (1992) as noting, "the process of counseling is strongly a 

moralistic and value enterprise, as well as a scientific enterprise. Ethics and 

spirituality are inexorably interwoven into the systematic process of helping 

clients change" (p.44). They also cite Beutler, Crago, & Arizmendi (1986) in 

"urging therapists both to attend to their own religious and attitudinal systems and 

to be aware of the potential value of those of their patients" (p.44).  

Hickson and Phelps (1998) further propose that personal spiritual issues 

have been normalized with their redefinition in the DSM-IV (1994) as "normal 

and expected problem(s) of life" (p.46), and spiritual wellness has emerged as a 

more prominent area of interest in mental health literature. They cite Elkins, 

Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders (1988) who use a humanistic perspective to 

define spirituality, but also define spirituality in "psychological terminology ...(as) 

a multidimensional construct consisting of nine major components" (p.47). 

Hickson and Phelps (1998) also include the issue of diversity into their 

inclusion argument. They propose that "women’s spirituality is recognized as 

containing distinctive qualities" (p.48) and that "a major problem (occurs 
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when)...women...attempt to live out inauthentic stories provided by a culture they 

did not create" (p.49). They present a model of women’s "relational" spirituality 

that is based on "interconnectedness and awareness of community" (p.51), and 

suggest that this spirituality is grounded in nature. Citing the pertinence of the 

spiritual/religious domain in working with clients in emotional crisis or seeking 

spiritual wellness, Hickson and Phelps conclude that "practitioners (need) to 

understand spiritual beliefs from the perspective of diversity, and to enable each 

woman not only to self-explore and understand what her religious and spiritual 

beliefs are, but to accept her own belief system as well" (p.55). 

Continuing the focus on diversity, Pinderhughes (1989) identifies spiritual 

and religious issues as culturally- infused and therefore potential sources for cross-

cultural misunderstandings and misdiagnosis by the practitioner. Pointing to the 

importance of spiritual and religious identification for clients, she writes:  

While ethnicity refers in some groups to nationality and country of origin, 
for others the reference point is religion (e.g., Jews, Irish 
Catholics)....Religious denomination is also a source of meaning for 
persons who have renounced  nationality of origin for the ethnicity of the 
melting pot. They consider themselves American by nationality, but their 
primary source of cultural meaning has evolved in connection with this 
smaller collectivity (i.e., WASP). (p.43) 

Pinderhughes (1989) further suggests that spirituality and religion can 

provide crucial cultural support for minority groups who have experienced 

discrimination and even hostility in the larger society. She proposes that clinicians 

link clients with culturally relevant supports such as extended family, church, and 

groups. Citing the supportive function of extended family/tribal connections in 

traditional Native American culture, and the church-based support systems for 
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"people-of-color" which provide spiritual and emotional resources to help 

members cope with feelings of "powerlessness, uncertainty, and depreciation," 

Pinderhughes (1989) writes:   

Working with certain cultural groups requires that practitioners be ready to 
respect and build on values centering on family, authority, hierarchy, 
spirituality, and identity...(And) practitioners’ failure to consider the use of 
religion and church-based support systems as effective treatment resources 
can be particularly unfortunate. (p.164) 

Proposing that addressing spiritual and religious issues is consistent with the use 

of a strengths perspective of treatment which builds on clients’ assets, 

Pinderhughes suggests that focusing on positives and affirmations in a client’s 

belief system and use of a client’s religion’s rituals for atonement and forgiveness 

is appropriate and highly useful in the treatment process. 

Addressing the issue of separation of Church and State, Ressler (1998) 

proposes that "the social work profession needs to develop a model of service 

delivery and professional guidelines which accommodate spirituality and religion 

while remaining committed to the principles of the First Amendment" (p.81). 

Referring to the history of social work as a profession, he cites the changing focus 

in the field from its roots in the religious community, to the shift towards pub lic 

disbursements for social services beginning during the New Deal, to the 

decentralization of delivery of these services by the states during the conservative 

Reagan administration, to the current shift towards an increased role for the 

private sector--including religious-based agencies. A further complication that he 

sees now surrounding First Amendment issues for social work is the current 
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popular belief that many of the social problems facing society today are 

considered to be moral issues which may be addressed on a religious level.  

Citing the few Supreme Court decisions addressing recent Church/State 

issues, Ressler (1998) reports what may be a loosening in interpretation of the 

First Amendment by the Court. He points to movement from decisions intending 

a strict separation of government and religion (i.e. The Establishment Clause), to 

the "Lemon test" case which specified the three criteria of having a secular 

purpose, neither advancing or inhibiting religion, and avoiding "excessive 

governmental entanglement with religion" (p.88), to the 1995 University of 

Virginia case which "set new looser standards for the separation of church and 

state in public higher education" (p.89). He also cites the 1993 Religious Freedom 

Restoration Act passed by Congress that states "governments should not 

substantially burden religious exercise without compelling justification" (p.90).  

Ressler (1998) suggests that the profession of social work needs to be 

more accommodating to the current growing interest in spirituality and religion by 

developing a model that will address these issues on the levels of direct practice 

(i.e., assessment and intervention), social service delivery (i.e., self-determination 

in a diverse society), and social policy (i.e., religious involvement in social 

services). He concludes that the details of the legal separation of Church and State 

under the First Amendment are still both controversial and unclear, but proposes 

that "it is far better for the profession to help shape the direction of things to come 

than to remain silent" (p.93). 
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Manthey (1989) proposes an interesting and well-researched perspective 

as she "examine(d) the relationship between the field of social work and religion 

and the church...(with a) focus on social policy and social change" (p.vi). Of 

particular interest in this review is her discussion of the "tradition of ‘separation’ 

of church and state, and other myths and tensions between them" (p.vi). She 

writes that "evidence shows that the intent of the First Amendment to the 

Constitution was to protect religious freedom and establish a ‘friendly alliance’ 

between church and state, not to erect a Berlin Wall of separation or to reify any 

particular religion" (p. vi).  

Quoting the First Amendment that "Congress shall make no law 

respecting an establishment of religion and prohibiting the free exercise thereof," 

Manthey cites Pfeffer (1979) when she contends that "nonestablishment meant 

neutrality, not hostility to religion and was viewed as a necessary guaranty of 

religious freedom" (p.6). Continuing, she writes that  "keeping Congress out by 

prohibiting congressional preference for one church and by prohibiting 

congressional restrictions on any one church was viewed as guaranteeing their 

religious freedom and the potency of religion in their worldly life" (p.6). Further, 

she argues that "the constitution was intended to protect religion’s critical role in 

informing public policy and advocating for society’s moral development. The 

intent was to facilitate, not impede, religion’s role in society" (p.8). 

Religious And Spiritual Diversity In Practice With Specific Populations  

The following represents a brief sampling of the most current social work 

literature that focuses on practice applications with specific populations in the 
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1990s. These articles illustrate some of the diversity in people and settings where 

inclusion of spiritual and religious issues are currently being utilized and 

evaluated by social workers in practice. Several examples of race/ethnicity and 

practice with these populations are followed by examples related to gay men and 

lesbians, people with addictions, juvenile justice, women, plus hospice care, death 

and dying. It is evident from this small sampling of the current social work 

literature that practitioners are aware of the pertinence of distinct spiritual and 

religious systems of belief for the diverse people they serve in varied settings.  

Acknowledging the "continuing demographic changes in the United 

States," (p.v) Julia (1996) cautions that "competent practice with ethnic groups 

involves attending to people’s cultural values and sociocultural reality" (p.v).  

Focusing on African Americans, Amish, Appalachian poor, Arab Americans, 

Asian Americans, Hispanics, Orthodox Jews, and Native Americans in her book 

Multicultural Awareness in the Health Care Professions, Julia includes spiritual 

and religious issues for each culture. She uses a format that explores an overview 

of the culture and history; the acculturation and assimilation (including religious 

belief systems); cultural concepts of health, illness, and death; cultural concepts of 

health and the family; cultural beliefs (including folk medicine and healing 

practices); maternal and child health practices; and potential barriers to the health 

care delivery system. Proposing the acquisition of multicultural knowledge and 

skills as a top priority for those in the health care professions, Julia (1996) quotes 

Jones (1990) "To do less will only serve to keep ethnic groups in the position of 

victims of racism and ourselves in the role of oppressors" (p.viii). 
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Citing social work education’s inattention to cultural diversity practice 

issues, Lum (1996) states that under the NASW Code of Ethics social workers 

have the responsibility to explore diverse cultures and their social needs to 

provide more culturally-relevant services. Proposing an ecosystem perspective, 

Lum (1996) assumes a holistic view of the client ethnic-community system that 

includes spirituality and religion as valuable resources. He writes:  

Many...people of color rely on religion to sustain and nurture them. For 
African Americans and Latinos, the church is a social and spiritual 
resource. For Asians, religion is a source of moral precepts. For Native 
Americans, the spiritual experience is expressed in rituals that symbolize 
renewal and change. (p.59)   

As part of his assertion of the need for social workers to begin with "the 

assumption that people of color are competent, adequate, and different," (p.228) 

Lum (1996) stresses the importance of a multicultural assessment process that 

includes a spiritual assessment to further clarify the nature of the problem and 

help formulate the intervention plan. Citing Sheridan, Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, & 

Miller (1992), Lum proposes four areas of exploration in a spiritual/religious 

assessment that include self-examination by the client of her/his own personal 

beliefs, the client’s self-reported spiritual/religious history, the client’s perception 

of if/how these beliefs could relate to the present problem situation, and the social 

worker’s own knowledge of the client’s spiritual/religious beliefs.  

In conclusion, Lum (1996) writse: 

The social worker’s assessment of spirituality and religion will depend on 
his or her personal religious background, academic education in religion 
and social work, and experiences in exploring the spiritual/religious 
dimensions of clients’ problem situation. At best, the social worker should 



 62 

seek to uncover significant religious spiritual information that contributes 
to assessment and intervention. The social worker should collaborate with 
a clinically trained minister where appropriate.  (p.226)  

Supporting these views of the importance of spirituality and religion 

among racial/ethnic minorities, Boyd-Franklin and Lockwood (1999) state that 

spirituality and religion "have been essential components of the cultural heritage 

of African Americans and a major source of strength and survival skills" (p.90). 

For this group, spirituality "refers to an outlook on life and a personal relationship 

with God, whereas religion refers to church doctrines" (p.91). The authors caution 

that within the African American community there is "considerable variability on 

the issue of spirituality and religion" (p.91) from a deep personal belief system to 

a formalized set of religious beliefs and practice to a combination of both. They 

also point to the diversity of different denominations (i.e., Baptist, African 

Methodist Episcopal, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Church of God in Christ, Seventh-Day 

Adventist, Pentecostal, Apostolistic, Presbyterian, Lutheran, Episcopal, Roman 

Catholic) and religious groups (i.e., Nation of Islam) that are found within African 

American communities. 

Noting the hesitancy of many African Americans to enter and remain in 

therapy--in part due to the profession’s reputation for narrow secularism, Boyd-

Franklin and Lockwood (1999) suggest that therapists "inquire about religion and 

spirituality...to create a therapeutic alliance with African American clients who 

have a strong belief system" (p.93). They also suggest that therapists network 

with powerful pastors in the African American community as potential sources of 

referrals of troubled members of their congregations. Citing the work of Frazier 
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(1963) and Nye (1993), Boyd-Franklin and Lockwood suggest six functions of 

African American churches: expressive, status, meaning, refuge, cathartic, other 

worldly, social, plus child-rearing and socialization. They also suggest that 

bereavement may be very traumatic to African American families--particularly if 

it is sudden and violent. They write that while "the African philosophy of 

collective unity rather than individualism (at) times of loss bring(s) the entire 

family, extended family, friends, members of the church family, and community 

together to mourn" (p.97) in very emotional funeral services, family members are 

expected after a brief mourning period to "get on with life...and be strong" (p.97). 

As a result, unresolved mourning in African American families may result in 

"depression, psychosomatic complaints, and--in children and adolescents--acting-

out or conduct-disordered behavior" (pp. 97-98). They propose that this pain may 

be expressed in spiritual terms, and can be resolved by using spiritual means such 

as family-constructed ritual. 

Stressing the importance of including spiritual and religious issues in 

professional education along with gender, race, and ethnicity issues, Boyd-

Franklin and Lockwood (1999) write: 

Therapists must be trained to recognize, assess, and appreciate the 
diversity of spiritual or religious beliefs that exist within each family, and 
also be cautioned to not assume that certain beliefs are present.... When 
these issues are ignored in training, therapists are vulnerable to ethical 
abuses by intentionally or unwittingly imposing their own 
religious/spiritual values and beliefs on clients. (p.101) 

Also focusing on the importance of including spirituality/religion in social 

work with African Americans, Haight (1998) reports on an ethnographic study 
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from 1991 to 1995 in a 103 year old Baptist church with approximately 300 

members. From the knowledge gained in this study of Sunday school classes and 

their adult leaders, the researchers in collaboration with the Baptist church leaders 

developed "an ethnic-sensitive social work intervention designed to support the 

development of resilience in African American children" (p.213). Two major 

concerns addressed are adequate cultural education for the predominantly middle 

class Euro-American professionals (social workers, educators, and health care 

providers), and supporting the existing weak linkage between the resources of the 

local university and the African American community. Haight cites both the 

importance of studies to gain a better understanding of cultural factors before 

developing culturally sensitive programs in minority communities, and the value 

of the church as a powerful resource in the community. 

Tolliver (1997) reports on a joint project by Hunter College School of 

Social Work and a community-based mental health clinic in Central Harlem.  This 

study investigates the psychospiritual methodology that was developed by the 

clinic to be culturally sensitive to the African American and Latino residents of 

Harlem serviced by the agency.  With the results of this study, Hunter College 

developed a training sequence for a specialized MSW student unit to provide 

ethnically relevant and spiritually sensitive services for people of African descent. 

Tolliver (1997) attributes this psychospiritual approach to an integration of 

the beliefs and principles of religion, psychiatry, social work, and the spiritual life 

of African Americans. He views addressing clients’ spirituality as helping people 

to reconnect with the purpose in their lives and to access a potential resource for 
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sustaining their mental health. He also suggests that spiritually is particularly 

important to African Americans as "deep-seated, an intrinsic part of the lived 

experience that enables one to face the realities of life and death squarely and to 

transcend them both" (p.482).  

Falicov (1999) in her study of Latinos also supports the importance of 

spirituality/religion for minorities. She suggested that "established religious, 

spiritual, and folk practices...with the power of tradition,...help resurrect the life 

immigrants left behind and engender the comfort of continuity and 

familiarity...and (provide) legitimate resources to cope with change" (p.104). She 

encourages therapists to recognize and incorporate these resources that are rooted 

in past experience and belief.  

Falicov (1999) asserts "that health for many Latinos involves a complex 

interaction of physical, psychological, social, and spiritual factors" (p.111) and is 

based on an external locus of control which she views as adaptive in societies 

where "political action is not possible and self-determination is limited" (p.110). 

In this same vein, she discusses fatalism as a belief system prevalent among 

Latinos who often are poor and have limited opportunities plus feel a sense of 

failure and helplessness. Citing somatization as common among Latinos, she 

views this also as adaptive since physical illness may seem more socially 

acceptable, and facilities for treatment of physical illnesses may be more available 

in poor communities. However, therapists need to be aware of this and ask Latino 

clients if they have any ideas about possible spiritual or emotional sources of 

these physical symptoms. 
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While Roman Catholic beliefs are pervasive in the Latino community, 

Falicov (1999) points out that other Protestant denominations (Pentecostal, 

Jehovah’s Witness, and many others) and even Judaism mix in varying degrees 

with traditional beliefs from country to country in Latin America. Such blending 

of beliefs result in much diversity in Latino beliefs and practices which can 

greatly impact therapists work with clients. She concludes:  

Churches and church life provide support and a sense of community… 
often a great resource for families in therapy...it provides a place of 
belonging, a way to meet other immigrants, and a socializing and 
educational setting for their children and themselves...(and) can provide an 
avenue for self-expression and status for men and women who have little 
opportunity for stimulation or acknowledgment through their jobs or life 
situations. (p.113) 

Reporting on combined racial/ethnic and gay issues, Baez (1996) cites 

"the strong influence that organized religion and alternate belief systems have had 

on the societal, cultural and familial lives of these (gay Latino) clients" (p.69). He 

points to the strong influence of the Catholic church in determining societal norms 

in many Latino communities which may result in the separation of gay Latinos 

from their families as well as other support systems within these communities. 

However, Santaria and Spiritualism with roots in both Christianity and African-

based religions may offer gay Latinos support while allowing them to retain some 

connection to the organized religions of their youth.  

Suggesting that this "freedom of spiritual experience without the 

restrictions and ostracism they may experience in mainstream religions is 

appealing to many gay Latinos," (p.74) Baez (1996) offers the example of a 

madrina (Santorian godmother or mentor) who could not "according to her 
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spiritual beliefs, judge anyone who comes to her for help or guidance" (p.74). He 

further report that often "gifted" gays can attain the powerful position of shaman 

in non-mainstream religions such as Santaria and Spiritualism. He cites other 

benefits of these belief systems such as providing  

a supportive network of friends and experience (of) familial bonds...an 
holistic approach...(which) allows believers to participate in all aspects of 
their healing and can impart a sense of control in their lives...(plus the) 
apparent lack of judgment and the resulting open acceptance. (p.75)  

Baez proposes a treatment model based on "culturally accepted norms and values 

used by traditional healers in their work" (p.76). 

Combining racial/ethnic and addiction issues, Maton and Zimmerman 

(1992) report on their 6 month long study of 150 Black male adolescents ranging 

in age from 15 to 19 who live in inner-city Baltimore. The purpose of this study is 

to test three major psychosocial paradigms (lifestyle, social support/stress, and 

psychological well-being) to explain substance abuse in adolescents. For this 

study, the subjects, most of whom had dropped out of school and were 

unemployed, were paid for an initial 90-minute interview and a six-month follow-

up. Maton and Zimmerman perform an in-depth analysis of the data (hierarchical 

regression) in which the variables of lifestyle, social support/stress, and 

psychological well-being are used to predict the frequency of alcohol, marijuana, 

and hard drug use among these at-risk adolescents.   

Of particular interest in this review by Matton and Zimmerman (1992) is 

the findings on analysis of the lifestyle variable that "leaving school before 

graduating was associated with greater marijuana use at both points in time, while 
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spirituality was associated with less marijuana and hard drug use" (p.103). They 

cite Donovan & Jessor (1978) plus Selnow (1985) as reporting similar findings 

about the value of "religious commitment" (p.103) for more heterogeneous 

samples. 

While Alcoholics Anonymous with its strong spiritual focus (i.e., Higher 

Power) has been a well recognized modality for treating addiction, McDowell, 

Galanter, Goldfarb, & Lifshutz (1996) note the scarcity of research on the role of 

spirituality in the treatment of addicted patients--particularly those with a dual 

diagnosis. In their study, 101 dua lly diagnosed patients are interviewed by their 

treating psychiatrist at the end of their first week of hospitalization. The 

questionnaire consists of 86 questions including spiritual orientation scale adapted 

from Feigan’s "God and Life Scale" with added questions from the Princeton 

Religion Survey and the 1990 Gallop poll on "Religion in America" (p.58). All 

questions were adapted to focus on spirituality as well as religion. A shortened 

form of this questionnaire was given to nursing staff members. Results indicate 

that "patients and staff are equally spiritually oriented...patients view spirituality 

as essential to their recovery and value spiritual programming in their treatment 

more than some concrete items (e.g., better food, improved rooms)" (p.56). The 

authors also note that the nursing staff underestimated the importance that patients 

placed on spirituality, and suggest that staff be made more aware of the value of 

spirituality in treatment of these patients.  

Studying African American males in the juvenile justice system, Harvey 

and Coleman (1997) report few juvenile justice services provide "culturally 
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relevant interventions directed toward changing negative behaviors among these 

high-risk youths" (p.198). They presented "a range of social and psychological 

services for high-risk African American adolescent males and their families based 

on an Afrocentric approach that incorporates the principles of spirituality and 

collectivity" (p.198). 

Harvey and Coleman (1997) report on the MAAT Center in the District of 

Columbia that bases its programs on "the African principle of naturalism, which 

holds that individuals are more themselves in their most familiar environment" 

(p.200). They describe MAAT’s orientation as collectivity instead of 

individuality, sha red concern for the well-being of others, and fostering an 

understanding of the spiritual self. The Rites of Passage program developed at the 

MAAT Center provides at-risk adolescent African American males with "(1) in-

home family therapy and individual adolescent counseling, (2) adolescent after-

school groups, and (3) family enhancement and empowerment interventions" 

(p.199).  

Viewing the development of life skills regarding "values clarification, 

education, economics, spirituality, and self-pride" (p.206) as critical to adolescent 

African American males successful functioning in society today, Harvey and 

Coleman (1997) describe how the MAAT Center addresses these issues based on 

an Afrocentric perspective. They encourage policymakers to further fund 

programs using this culturally sensitive approach. 

Also focusing on a specific issue for a specific group of people, Dunbar, 

Mueller, Medina, and Wolf (1998) report on a qualitative study of 34 women who 
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are HIV-positive and experiencing different stages of the disease.  Analysis of the 

data from their interviews reveal five elements important to women’s 

"psychological and spiritual growth: reckoning with death, life affirmation, 

creation of meaning, self-affirmation, and redefining relationships" (p.144). The 

authors conclude from this study that clinicians working with HIV-positive 

women should validate and encourage further growth, as well as assist with 

death/dying issues. However they also suggest that clinicians focus on living life, 

"support and encourage spiritual development in an individual or group setting," 

(p.152) promote client honest self-evaluation to encourage self-affirmation and 

improved self-care, plus help women examine options to promote more 

satisfaction in their relationships and environment, and be aware of their own 

biases pertaining to aspects of their clients’ lives--including past or present 

lifestyle and even spirituality. 

In a more general study of death and dying issues, Millison and Dudley ‘s 

(1992) research "examine(s) spirituality as an aspect of professional practice" 

with hospice workers (p.49). A questionnaire on spirituality was sent to 160 

hospice program directors (17 were social workers) in New Jersey, New York and 

Pennsylvania. Of the 117 who responded, 99 per cent consider themselves to be 

"very or somewhat religious" (p.54). 

Millison and Dudley(1992) report:  

While the great majority of respondents felt that spirituality played an 
important role  in patient treatment, only 39% routinely initiated discussion 
of the patient’s religious or spiritual needs during assessment....(and the) 
particular spiritual approaches all respondents used in helping patients 
tended to favor the more traditionally religious ones such as "listening to 
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the patient talk about God" or "involving clergy" or "prayer." Approaches 
not necessarily connected to religion  such as "meditation," "guided 
imagery," or "work with dreams or fantasies" were  used far less 
frequently. (p. 63) 

Citing O’Connor and Kaplan (1986), Millison and Dudley concluded "that 

spir ituality is too critical an area (in patient treatment) to be left exclusively to 

clergy...(and that) other hospice professionals also have much to offer patients in 

the area of spirituality" (pp. 64-65). 

Religious Abuse 

Unlike the literature review of the positive applications of 

religion/spirituality, a search of the literature produced few resources on the 

negative and harmful side of religion —religious abuse. Willliam Spong (Wright, 

2001), an Episcopal priest, writes that the church "like other institutions…is 

wonderfully human…(and, at times) behaves in ways that produce profound 

discomfort and grievous consequences" (p.9). He continues that when the church 

"ignores its own brokenness,…(it) wounds;…is oblivious to the pain; …turns a 

deaf ear to questions; …(and) protect itself at all costs" (p.10). Wright (2001) 

adds that "abuse is not just the act of a few who are mentally deranged or 

monstrously evil….When we look for the root cause of abuse, then, we are 

looking for something that is common to all of us" (p.131). He quotes James 

Poling as attributing abuse to the power that all human beings and institutions 

possess which can be corrupted or misunderstood. Wright, a retired Christian 

minister himself, lists examples of what he considers to be religious-based abuse 

wherein children are abused by more powerful parents, women are dominated and 
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abused by stronger males, minorities are abused by majorities, and laity abused by 

clergy and institutionalized religion. He cites a former Catholic priest, Matthew 

Fox, as arguing for the replacement of a traditional religion of fear with a 

spirituality of trust.  

Father Leo Booth (1991) provides a much more detailed list of symptoms 

of religious abuse and addiction. Among the symptoms he covers are obsessive 

praying or going to church; believing our bodies and people are evil; inability to 

doubt or question authority; believing sex is dirty; excessively judgmental 

attitude; claiming to receive messages from God; unrealistic fears and 

expectations causing a cycle of guilt and shame; and family dysfunction including 

domestic violence and child abuse. Certainly these are issues that social workers 

work with in their practice with clients. 

Artherburn & Felton (1992) discuss thinking errors that are commonly 

associated with religious abuse and addiction. They include thinking in extremes, 

drawing invalid conclusions, irrationally ignoring the negative or positive, being 

hyper-responsible and surrounding oneself with ‘shoulds’. Social workers can 

benefit from awareness that these symptoms may be related to abusive religious 

beliefs, practices and institutions. 

Religion and Spirituality in Social Work Education 

Of the growing body of social work literature focusing on the pertinence 

of spirituality and religion to ethical and effective practice, little has been 

published on how to incorporate spiritual and religious content into social work 
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education or even how practitioners, educators, and students feel about inclusion 

of such material. 

One of the most published authors in this area, Canda (1989) presents "a 

rationale and methodology for teaching about the religious and spiritual aspects of 

human behavior in social work curricula" (p.36). He proposes a comparative 

approach to incorporate information about various spiritual and religious 

approaches into social work education wherein the educator is sensitive to 

avoiding bias towards one perspective or even a bias against all. He writes "if 

students are not enabled to deal with religious value differences within the 

confines of a classroom, they will not be prepared to deal with them in the field" 

(p.38). He views the roles of the educator as "role model of value-

accommodation" and facilitator/ conflict mediator in the classroom as crucial to 

this comparative educational process in which participants discuss value- laden 

questions such as "What is true?" (p.40) In this comparison process, the 

usefulness and truthfulness of the assumptions inherent in the perspectives of 

students, teacher and others are analyzed. Canda stresses that the educator "gently 

challenges the limitations of all viewpoints while granting unconditional positive 

regard to all participants" (p.40-41).   

Citing the fields of anthropology and comparative religious studies as 

models and sources of information on the non-sectarian study of religion, Canda 

suggests infusing spiritual/religious material into the curricula of a variety of 

social work courses (e.g., Human Behavior and the Social Environment, 

personality theories, micro-practice, macro-practice, research and field 
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practicum). He proposes the approach of contrasting specific religious traditions, 

discussing contemporary issues and controversies related to specific religious 

traditions (e.g., feminism and traditional religions), and utilizing Wilber’s 

developmental model from transpersonal psychology. Canda specifically proposes 

two strategies.  

First, the educator may engage in a systematic and comprehensive 
comparison  of two or more religious traditions and their implication for 
social work...A second strategy is case comparison . Specific cases of 
micro-, meso-, and macro-practice may be discussed...Both of these 
strategies could be used together, given sufficient time, in order to 
accomplish both breadth and depth of comparison. (p.41-42) 

As a suggested course design, he proposes the use of class lecture and discussions 

to help "students to clarify their own theoretical and value positions and to 

consider their strengths and weaknesses for work with diverse clients" (p.43), as 

well as exams and an essay comparing and evaluating selected theories. 

Ten years later, Canda and Furman (1999) published their breakthrough 

textbook written for both the social work student and the social worker in 

practice. Using the comparative educational approach Canda envisions and writes 

about in 1989, they present a comprehensive model for developing spiritually 

sensitive social work. Their text includes a discussion of central values and 

concepts, a glimpse at the controversial history of the inclusion issues, an 

overview of major religious and non-sectarian perspectives on service, ways to 

create a spiritually sensitive context to practice, bases for assessing client spiritual 

development, guidelines for ethical practice to support spiritual growth, detailed 

suggestions for spiritual/religious interventions, and a discussion of the relevance 
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of spiritual and religious issues for macro social systems and social justice. Also 

included are exercises aimed to promote the readers’ own growth as well as some 

insights from a yet to be published national study of social workers by Canda and 

Furman which helped in the design of this text.  

In 2000 Derezotes published the text Advanced Generalist Social Work 

Practice for MSW students. He cites inclusion of the word "soul" which he 

describes as "that primary essence of a person that is recognized not only by many 

of the major religions and wisdom traditions of the world, but also by many of the 

inventors of modern psychology, psychiatry, and social work" (p.vii). A 

Transpersonalist framework is used "to help incorporate biogenetic, spiritual, and 

environmental factors in the ecological assessment and advanced generalist 

intervention strategies" (p.vii). However, he also includes a section on "the four 

forces of social work" that are composed of psychodynamic, cognitive/behavioral/ 

communications, experiential/humanistic/existential, and transpersonal 

paradigms. While focusing on interventions and not specific theories, Derezotes 

summarizes key elements of each of the four forces covered in his book and 

included here in the theoretical section above.  

An extensive review of the social work literature revealed only a few 

research studies on spirituality and religion in social work education. Studies were 

found by Canda (1988); Dudley & Helfgott (1990); Joseph (1988); Sheridan, 

Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, & Miller (1992); Sheridan, Wilmer, & Atcheson  (1994); 

Derezotes (1995); Russel (1998); and Sheridan & Amato-Von Hemert (1999). 
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While Canda’s (1988) report on his 1986 unpublished dissertation study 

did not directly focus on spirituality/religion in social work education, it 

represents one of the first attempts by a social worker to empirically study these 

concepts. He conducted telephone interviews with eighteen social workers who 

had presented or pub lished articles concerning spirituality and social work; used a 

set of open-ended questions regarding their beliefs, values and practice; and 

employed the constant comparative method to analyze the resultant transcripts. 

He summarizes the subjects’ views of spirituality and cites implications for social 

work practice that includes spiritual/religious content.  

Dudley and Helfgott (1990) report on a survey of 53 full-time faculty 

members from four schools of social work in two Eastern states about including 

spirituality in social work education. They found that 40 agreed or strongly agreed 

that spirituality is a fundamental aspect of being human; 25 agreed or strongly 

agreed that social workers should become more informed about spiritual matters; 

32 would support a spirituality course offered as an elective; 47 saw no conflict of 

spirituality content in social work education with the mission of social work, 49 

with the NASW Code of Ethics, 48 with their own or clients’ beliefs; and only 13 

were concerned with a possible conflict with the principle of separation of church 

and state. 

Based on their results, Dudley and Helfgott (1990) conclude that most 

faculty surveyed feel spirituality content has a place in social work education. 

Citing the wide range of belief systems that clients could hold, Dudley and 

Helfgott support Canda’s view (1989) that social work education should 
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incorporate a balanced comparative approach in its curriculum that would 

consider various spiritual/religious perspectives and promote discussion of value 

issues while respecting value differences. Further, they propose that various 

spiritual beliefs and practices are specific for and essential to the culture of many 

ethnic groups; that such beliefs and practices can become increasingly important 

during specific stages of people’s lives (e.g., illness, aging and death); and that 

such beliefs and practices can be important in fostering or hampering a person’s 

mental health. They suggest a course formulated with wide faculty input to 

introduce students to a broad array of knowledge of many different religious and 

spiritual beliefs to expand their understanding and sensitivity. Dudley & Helfgott 

caution that educators have the responsibility to provide a broad and balanced 

perspective to spirituality—an area of interest to many social work students. 

To address what she viewed as the profession’s only sporadic interest in 

religion and spirituality despite its religious roots and holistic view of the client, 

Joseph (1988) designed a study to identify religious issues which arise throughout 

the client life cycle that are pertinent to social work practice. She assumes that 

everyone has "a notion of God, a God representation, and a view of religion and 

its relevance" (p. 444) and that religious issues will inevitably emerge in clients’ 

lives. 

This exploratory and descriptive study uses a seven-page questionnaire 

consisting of four sections which was completed by 61 of the 90 surveyed field 

instructors in a master’s degree program at a church-related school of social work 

in Washington, DC. Section one elicits demographic information; section two 



 78 

contains fifteen Likert-type scaled questions about religious issues in social work; 

section three contains seven Likert-type scaled questions about the respondent’s 

experience using religious-related resources in practice plus the ten questions of 

Joseph’s "Functional and Dysfunctional Use of Religion Inventory" that was 

developed for this study; section four contains eight open-ended questions about 

life-stage specific religious and spiritual issues plus several added questions about 

the respondents’ own experiences of and attitudes toward religion and social work 

practice.  

Joseph (1988) reports that 46 percent of the respondents felt religion was 

very important in their own lives and in the lives of their clients while an added 

32 percent felt it important or somewhat important, and 23 percent felt it slightly 

to not important. More than four-fifths believed that religion was an important 

focus of social work practice. However, 59 percent of respondents reported 

emphasis on religion and spirituality in their professional education had been 

slight or not important, 25 percent found it somewhat important to important and 

only 16 percent found it very important. As a result, they appeared ambivalent 

about addressing these issues unless they were brought up first by the client.  

Joseph (1988) suggests that social workers need training to assess the 

functional and dysfunctional uses of religion as well as to promote understanding 

of religion and spirituality in the psychosocial dynamics of clients throughout 

their lives. She suggests that clients’ religion and spirituality evolves throughout 

the stages of early life, school age, preadolescence, adolescence, young 

adulthood, mid- life, active elderly and frail elderly. Further, Joseph cites the 
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particular importance of religion and spirituality in life-crisis situations such as 

illness, in the reworking of unresolved issues about life and God for the elderly, 

and in the role of forgiveness to foster emotional health by the release of hostility 

and anger in significant relationships. She concludes that the lack of professional 

training in methods to deal effectively with these spiritual and religious issues 

may result in social workers’ ambivalence toward actively addressing these 

crucial areas of clients’ lives. 

Sheridan, Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, & Miller (1992) suggest that since 

religious/spiritual beliefs appear to be important sources of meaning and support 

in daily life, and that such beliefs can vary both between and within groups (e.g., 

Hispanic, African-American, Asian), it is important to know how practitioners 

work with clients in this aspect of their lives. They surveyed 200 licensed 

professional counselors, 200 licensed clinical social workers and 200 licensed 

clinical psychologists practicing in Virginia. The questionnaire consists of 67 

items that explored practitioners’ perceptions and behaviors regarding 

religion/spirituality. It focuses on four areas, including practitioners’ attitudes 

toward a religious/spiritual dimension of practice, percentage of clients identified 

as presenting religious/spiritual issues, attitudes toward religious/spiritual clients, 

and practice interventions of a religious/spiritual nature. 

There are some significant differences between the responses of these 

three groups of clinical practitioners. LPCs generally report a high level of 

involvement with religion and a spiritual/religious orientation to practice, LCSWs 

report a mid-range, and psychologists report the lowest range. Sheridan et al 
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(1992) conclude that respondents as a whole value religion/spirituality in their 

own lives, respect the function it serves for people in general, and to some degree 

address religious/spiritual issues with their clients. Of general concern to 

respondents is the potential danger of abuse or misuse of religion/spirituality by 

practitioners (e.g., imposing practitioner beliefs on clients). They express concern 

about the reported limited professional training by all three groups of practitioners 

regarding this important arena of life. Of the 328 who responded to the survey, 

259 (79 percent) reported little professional training. LCSWs  (mean score of 

4.31) and LPCs (mean score of 4.39) reported being significantly less satisfied 

than psychologists (mean score 5.42) with their lack of professional training in 

religious/ spiritual practice issues. 

Sheridan et al (1992) propose that "professional education should include 

learning…(about) the religious/spiritual dimension of human 

behavior,…religious/spiritual diversity,…practice applications, and…the role of 

religious/spiritual groups in developing policy and providing services" (p.201). 

They further suggest an on-going process for practitioners to become more aware 

of their own evolving religious/spiritual orientation as a means to become more 

open to recognizing these issues in their clients. They encourage practitioners to 

include a religious/spiritual history with clients, to become more knowledgeable 

about particular beliefs of religious/spiritual groups in order to retain a respectful 

demeanor towards clients, and to incorporate appropriate intervention techniques 

(e.g., meditation, visualization, journaling, prayer) into their practice. 
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To further investigate the issues of inclusion of spirituality and religion in 

social work education, Sheridan, Wilmer and Atcheson (1994) designed a study 

of social work faculty that expanded on the earlier work of Dudley and Helfgott 

(1990). The authors’ 52-question survey instrument was sent to 498 faculty 

members at 25 schools of social work in 12 Southeastern states and Washington, 

DC.  

Sheridan et al (1994) report that scores on their instrument from the 280 

respondents range from 27 to 92 (possible scores of 19 to 95) with a mean score 

of 70.90. Of these 280 respondents, 247 (88.5 percent) report little or no training 

in religion/spirituality in their graduate studies, while 247 (90.1 percent) agree or 

strongly agree to its relevance to multicultural diversity and 169 (61.3 percent) 

agree or strongly agree to its relevance to human existence. They conclude that 

overall the respondents were relatively positive towards the role of 

religion/spirituality in social work practice despite their reported lack of training 

in these areas during their graduate studies. Further, the strongest argument for 

inclusion of this material in social work education is its relevance to multicultural 

diversity and secondly its importance in human existence.  

Over 90 percent of the respondent faculty report that inclusion of this 

material in the social work curriculum would pose no conflict with social work’s 

mission, ethics, or values. However, 70 (25.0 percent) of respondent faculty report 

concerns of how the material would be presented in order to avoid bias or assure 

that differing views would be heard, and 54 (19.4 percent) are concerned about 

any seeming conflict with the principle of separation of church and state. While 
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only 4 respondents (1.5 percent) favor infusion of religious/ spiritual material 

throughout the curriculum, 171 (62.4 percent) favor it be offered in an elective 

course. 

Two areas of concern for Sheridan et al (1994) were the reported general 

resurgence of interest in religion/spirituality in America and the diversity of 

beliefs held by many groups here which--when understood--can provide 

important resources to social workers in their practice.   

Derezotes (1995) surveyed 852 social work students, practitioners, and 

educators in Utah and Idaho about spirituality, religiosity and practice. The 

questionnaire includes a 13- item demographic section, a 40- item spirituality 

section and a 15- item religiosity section and was completed and returned by 340 

respondents (about 40%). Acknowledging the source of the sample (i.e. from 

Utah and Idaho) as possibly influencing his findings, Derezotes counters that 

many other states also have strong religious cultures. 

Derezotes (1995) reports that 63.5 percent of respondents indicated that 

they generally agreed that it was appropriate to ask clients about their spirituality. 

However, 48.2 percent agreed that it was appropriate to ask clients about their 

religion. Eighty-three percent felt it was acceptable to discuss the meaning of life 

and death with a client; 66.4 percent felt it was acceptable to discuss a client’s 

own spiritual symbols; 44.7 percent felt it was appropriate to pray privately for a 

client. However, only 11.2 percent felt it was appropriate to actively pray with a 

client. Only 6.4 percent felt that it was appropriate to direct a client to change 

her/his religiosity/spirituality by joining a religion; only 2.9 percent felt it was 
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appropriate to advise leaving a religion; only 16.6 percent felt it was appropriate 

to discuss their own religious beliefs with a client; and 42 percent felt it was 

appropriate to talk about God with a client. Derezotes concluded that most 

respondents believe /spiritual issues to be integral to most psychosocial problems 

and, therefore, most of them currently consider religious and spiritual issues in 

their assessments and interventions.  

Derezotes (1995) found that only 27.4 percent of respondents felt they had 

adequate training in religion and spirituality in their MSW program, however. He 

reports that respondents’ comments suggested social work education should (1) 

include knowledge of models of religious traditions and spiritual development, (2) 

focus on sensitivity, understanding, and acceptance of the diversity of personal 

values associated with religion and spirituality in both the social worker and the 

client, and (3) provide knowledge of assessment and intervention skills in religion 

and spirituality. 

In the discussion of these findings, Derezotes (1995) suggests Wilber’s 

model of consciousness development as a comprehensive framework linking 

spiritual development and treatment methods throughout life, Kohlberg’s theory 

of moral development with the inclusion of a more feminist perspective, and 

Fowler’s stages of faith which suggests human development from a more 

exclusive/evangelistic view of reality to a more inclusive view including many 

perspectives. He posits that social workers need to be familiar with the 

predominant religions practiced in their client population, while at the same time 

remaining attuned to the unique belief structure of each client. 
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Derezotes (1995) suggests that social workers adapt already familiar 

techniques to help clients identify and build upon their spiritual and religious 

strengths. He writes that psychodynamic techniques can be used to help the client 

gain insight into and work through religious and spiritual experiences that have 

contributed to current conflicts; cognitive/behavioral techniques can facilitate 

identification of and changes in thinking (e.g., I am not good enough.) and 

behaviors (e.g., encourage meditation or prayer) as well as reframe crises as 

opportunities for growth; experiential/humanistic techniques (e.g., gestalt 

techniques, psychodrama, guided visualization) can help the client become more 

aware of the current experience; transpersonal techniques can provide the social 

worker a model for addressing spiritual development with the client. 

As cited earlier, Russel (1998) designed a 2-stage exploratory survey of 

demographic information that was sent to the directors of 118 CSWE accredited 

MSW programs. Non-respondents were contacted and interviewed by phone that 

resulted in a 96 percent response rate (i.e., 114 programs). In this first stage of the 

study, only seventeen schools were found to include religious/spiritual material in 

their MSW programs. A second survey was then sent to a faculty member 

teaching courses with religious/spiritual content in each of these seventeen 

programs. The results reveal that seven programs were located in the Midwestern 

states, eight programs were at public schools, six at private-sectarian schools and 

three at private-nonsectarian schools. The topics taught varied from "the historical 

religious/spiritual roots of the social work profession to paranormal phenomena" 

(p.21). Texts, if any, varied and only three of the 25 were written by social 
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workers. Teaching methods also varied from lecture and class discussion to 

experiential learning. Overall, Russel reports that "student evaluations of the 

courses were extremely positive...(and) most of the faculty reported that this was 

their favorite course to teach" (p.24). 

Pointing to the studies of Gustafson, (1982) plus Prest and Russel (1995) 

that indicate the people who enter helping fields such as social work often do so 

with a spiritual motivation, Russel (1998) suggests the importance of helping 

students to better understand their own spirituality in order to more effectively 

work with clients who were facing these issues.  

Citing previous research on the role of religion and spirituality in social 

work education and practice, Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert (1999) point to the 

"paucity of information on one group--social work students"(p.128) as the 

impetus for a study of 208 MSW students from two schools of social work--one in 

the Midwest and one in a Mid-Atlantic state.  

A 70-item questionnaire included questions on 

personal religious/spiritual affiliation, belief, and background; views of the 
role of religion and spirituality in social work practice; and use of religious 
or spiritually oriented interventions with clients and views on the 
appropriateness of such interventions; previous training on religion and 
spirituality; views on two proposed curriculum rationales; assessment of 
which courses in their program, if any, presented content on religion and 
spirituality and views about where such content should be presented; 
views on how a course on religion and spirituality in social work practice 
should be offered and if they would be interested in taking such a course; 
and, in one open-ended question, additional comments on the topic of 
religion and spirituality. (p.129-130) 
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Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert (1999) found that the 208 responding 

students (104 from each school) felt a strong connection to religion or spirituality 

that they report practicing on a more personal rather than formal religious level. 

Similar to previous studies of social workers, these students report a positive view 

of the role of religion and spirituality in practice, but were generally dissatisfied 

with the amount of exposure they had in these areas in their graduate studies of 

social work. A difference, however, was that compared to the previous studies, 

these students appear to express a greater interest in religion/spirituality and social 

work than did the social work educators and practitioners report on in the earlier 

study by Sheridan et al (1992). 

Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert (1999) conclude that "understanding the 

personal practices and beliefs of social work students is important, as these life 

experiences can have significant influence on their behavior as future 

practitioners." (p.138) Based on their findings in this study, they suggest that 

"students need instruction in both assessment and intervention to adequately 

prepare them for practice and to reduce the possibility of client harm" (p.139). 

They assert that "it is essential to include the views and experiences of all 

stakeholders in this important discussion" (p.218). 

SUMMARY 

This chapter presents an historical overview of the evolution of social 

work as it responded to changes in social context and client need in relation to 

religion and spirituality. The continuing fluctuation in the relationship of these 

issues to the profession is evident in CSWE policy statements. The CSWE EPAS 
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approved for use beginning July 2002 with the mandated inclusion of religion as a 

diversity issue and spiritual development as a practice issue increases the need—

particularly for social work educators—to examine how they will appropriately 

and adequately address these standards. 

The second section of this chapter presents definitions and discussion of 

the terms spirituality and religion from the social work literature as well as from 

related disciplines to clarify terms crucial to the inclusion debate. Religion and 

spirituality are depicted as two separate concepts that relate to a personal search 

for meaning. Religion is conceptualized as a belief system and related practices, 

and spirituality as an essential part of being human.   

The third section gives a brief overview of religious and spirituality-

inclusive theories from the four main theoretical traditions of psychoanalytic, 

existential/humanistic, cognitive/social constructivist, and post-modern/ 

constructionist/ transpersonal. These theories have been used for many years by 

social workers as a theoretical base for practice. Discussed are theories by Jung, 

Frankl, Thayne, Becvar, Salleebey, and Wilber. 

The fourth section provides a review of the recent social work literature 

and is organized into four sub-sections. The first sub-section focuses on the 

inclusion/exclusion debate within the profession and potential ethical 

implications; the second on case and program studies reporting the efficacy of 

inclusion of spiritual/religious content in practice with specific groups of clients; 

the third on books about religious abuse; and the fourth on articles and books that 
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addressed issues of incorporating spiritual/religious elements into social work 

education. 

Few empirical studies were found in the social work literature on the 

inclusion of religious/spiritual content in social work education. This dissertation 

study is designed to build on the recent work of Sheridan and others to expand 

current knowledge in this area. Sheridan and Amato von Hemert (1999) point to 

the "paucity of information" available on social work students when they 

surveyed 208 MSW students in Midwestern and Mid-Atlantic states (p.128). The 

CSWE’s EPAS (2000) pertains to both BSW students and MSW students. This 

dissertation research is designed to provide relevant data on the beliefs and 

perceptions of BSW students in accredited schools of social work located in the 

state of Texas. While primarily an exploratory study to gather information in an 

effort to better inform the debate on these issues in social work education, it is 

anticipated from the results of Sheridan and Amato von Hemert’s study (1999) 

and my own experience interacting with BSW students in Texas that students will 

indicate that they see a role for religion/spirituality in social work practice and 

education. Since Texas is commonly referred to as the Buckle of the Bible Belt, it 

is anticipated that many students will respond positively to the research 

question—What are the perceptions of bachelor- level social work students on the 

role of religion/spirituality in social work?  

The next chapter provides a detailed discussion of the rationale for 

conducting this particular study and an explication of the methodology used. 

Included are details of the study design, the instrument, and data analysis.
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Chapter 3—Methodology 

The work of Jung, Frankl, Wilber, Becvar and others cited in the previous 

chapter provides theoretical support for the position that spirituality is a basic 

human quality that is manifest in diverse ways by different groups of people from 

different cultures and can be observed in their religious and spiritual practices.  In 

addition, the cited literature indicates how such religious/spiritual beliefs and 

practices impact people from specific groups who may make use of social work 

services. The historical analysis of the interweaving of interest in religion and 

spirituality throughout the professional development of social work [see 

Appendix A] culminates with the mandates of the current CSWE EPAS for 

inclusion of religion as a diversity issue and spiritual development as a practice 

issue for both BSW and MSW students beginning in July 2002. Faculty in 

accredited schools of social work now must decide how to comply with this 

standard. To better inform their discussion, this dissertation research gathered data 

on BSW students’ beliefs and perceptions about the role of religion and 

spirituality in their own social work practice and education. 

This chapter describes how this study is designed to build on the recent 

work of the researchers also cited in the previous chapter [i.e., Canda & Furman 

(1999), Derezotes (1995), Dudley & Helfgott (1990), Joseph (1988), Russel 

(1998), Sheridan et al (1992), Sheridan et al (1994), and Sheridan & Amato-von 

Hemert (1999)]. The research question for this study is: What are the perceptions 

of bachelor- level social work students on the role of religion/spirituality in social 
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work? Three subquestions also investigated are: 1. What are the religious/spiritual 

beliefs of bachelor-level social work students? 2. How do bachelor level social 

work students see their own religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their social work 

practice? 3. Do bachelor- level social work students see a place for spirituality and 

religion in social work education? 

STUDY DESIGN  

This exploratory descriptive study employs the four-page 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire [See Appendix B] that focuses 

on the beliefs and perceptions of undergraduate social work students in selected 

CSWE-accredited schools of social work within the state of Texas about the role 

of religion and spirituality in social work practice and education. Findings provide 

a summary of BSW students beliefs and perceptions about religion and 

spirituality in social work practice and education in an effort to clarify the views 

of these important "stakeholders" in the profession—who will ultimately affect 

other important "stakeholders," clients. 

Previous research has focused on social work practitioners, faculty, and 

MSW-level students who overwhelmingly report an interest in issues of religion 

and spirituality in social work practice and education, but who note the absence of 

such material in their professional education. CSWE statistics for the academic 

year 1998-1999 (Lennon, 2001) cite 37,557 students enrolled full- time in CSWE-

accredited bachelor level programs, 7,334 enrolled part-time in such programs, 

plus 18,002 enrolled in social work courses but not declared as social work 

majors. For that same academic year (1998-1999), Lennon (2001) reports 22,315 
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enrolled full- time in CSWE-accredited masters- level programs and 13,219 

enrolled part-time. Clearly, BSW students represent a substantial and apparently 

(according to Lennon, 2001) growing number of social work students and future 

social work practitioners. This group has not yet been investigated regarding their 

religious/spiritual beliefs, interests, and educational needs as future social work 

professionals.  

The state of Texas was chosen as the site of this study. By focusing on a 

state in the southwest, this exploratory study aims to widen the geographical area 

surveyed on the issues of religion/spirituality in social work since past studies 

have focused on mid-Atlantic and western states. With 27 CSWE-accredited 

BSW degree programs (Lennon, 2001), Texas has the largest number of such 

programs in the southwest—and is tied with New York and Pennsylvania for the 

most in any state in the country as of 1999. Twenty-four of the 27 accredited 

BSW programs in Texas that respond to the 1999 CSWE survey report 1876 

BSW students enrolled full- time out of the total 37,240 BSW students reported 

enrolled in such programs throughout the country on November 1, 1999 (Lennon, 

2001).  

Also, Texas is located in what is commonly called the Bible Belt which is 

an area of America noted for the strong and predominantly Christian beliefs and 

practices of its people. Since Texas has been referred to as the "Buckle of the 

Bible Belt" (Dossey, 1998) and over a third of its social work programs are in 

Christian faith-based universities (Lennon, 2001), it could be anticipated that 

large numbers of BSW students attending these schools might also have strong 
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Christian beliefs. However as Eck (1996) indicated in Harvard’s Pluralism 

Project, Texas like the rest of the country since the 1965 immigration acts has 

experienced increased numbers of refugees and immigrants of different religions 

and spiritual beliefs from Eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa—in addition to the 

continued influx of people from Mexico, plus Central, South and Latin America 

across its extensive southern border. Selection of the state of Texas as the setting 

for this study provides an opportunity to explore the possible impact of the strong 

traditional Christian-based culture reported by Gallup (1999) on the beliefs of 

these bachelor level students of social work and their perceptions of how their 

own and their clients’ religious/spiritual beliefs could impact their professional 

practice. The examination of their openness to inclusion of religious/spiritual 

material on diversity and practice issues into their social work classes are the 

focus of this study. The aim of this work is to provide added information for use 

in the current discussion within the profession about the role and ethics of 

including/excluding religious/spiritual material in BSW education. With a clearer 

sense of BSW students’ beliefs and perceptions in these areas, social work faculty 

members can make better informed curriculum development decisions to promote 

ethical practice with clients. 

SAMPLE SELECTION AND INSTRUCTIONS 

The Texas schools of social work included in this study are purposively 

selected from the CSWE Directory of Colleges and Universities with Accredited 

Social Work Degree Programs (August, 1999) to maximize religious/spiritual and 

racial/ethnic diversity within the sample. Most social work students in Texas as in 
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the rest of the country are white females; but Lennon (1999) reported that 

increased numbers of students from minority groups are entering bachelor level 

social work studies. Since CSWE-accredited faith-based schools of social work 

comprise over a third of all accredited programs in Texas, a comparable number 

of such faith-based programs were selected for inclusion in the sample.  

Bachelor of social work students from seven of the 27 CSWE accredited 

social work programs in Texas are included in this study. Due to limited resources 

for this dissertation research, social work programs with large numbers of 

students are chosen (e.g., Southwest Texas University, The University of Texas at 

Arlington, and The University of Texas at Austin). Also, smaller programs in the 

Central Texas area with sizeable percentages of minority students according to 

Lennon’s analysis of 1999 CSWE statistics (e.g., Our Lady of the Lake 

University, Prairie View A & M University, and St. Edward’s University) are 

included. Since the selected large BSW programs were all state funded, private 

faith-sponsored schools (e.g., The University of Mary Hardin-Baylor plus the 

aforementioned St. Edward’s University and Our Lady of the Lake University) 

are included to make the sample more representative of all accredited BSW 

schools in Texas.  Five of the seven schools selected for this study responded to 

the 1999 CSWE survey (Lennon, 2001), and reported a total of 630 BSW students 

in attendance at their schools for that academic year.    

Deans, directors of BSW programs, and/or interested faculty at these 

schools were contacted by phone, email, and/or letter in order to obtain the names 

and contact information for appropriate faculty members at each school who teach 
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bachelor- level courses with predominantly social work majors during the Spring 

2002 semester. With the cooperation of faculty at each school, required courses at 

different levels of each bachelor-level program were identified in order to 

maximize the possible number of students who have declared social work as their 

major (the target population to be sampled) to be included in this study. Each 

faculty member assigned to teach these courses was then contacted to secure her 

or his agreement to participate in this study and to answer any questions that she 

or he might have. This researcher personally administered the questionnaire to 

students in these selected classes. Prior to handing out the Questionnaire, students 

were verbally told of the purpose of the research, given an overview of the 

Questionnaire, informed that participation was entirely voluntary, and told of 

efforts to maintain their anonymity. Subjects were also informed that they could 

choose not to answer any item. Also, those who did not wish to complete the 

questionnaire were asked to return their blank form with the completed forms of 

the other students in the class. The researcher assured participants that their 

choice to participate or not would in no way affect their grades for their current 

course. Most faculty members for those classes either reiterated that assurance 

and/or left the room while their students completed the instrument. Only three 

students returned totally blank Questionnaires, and five others returned copies that 

were only partially completed and therefore not included in these results.  

When the Questionnaires were distributed to the students, they were asked 

to first read the Consent Letter attached to each Religion/Spirituality & Social 

Work Questionnaire before proceeding to fill out the instrument [See Appendix 
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B]. They were also told that they could keep the Cover Letter that had researcher 

contact information in case they had any questions later about the study. Several 

students used that contact information to subsequently emailed requests for 

further information/resources about religion and spirituality in social work. 

THE INSTRUMENT  

The four-page Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire used in 

this study is composed of three parts [See Appendix B].  Part I, Personal 

Religious/Spiritual Beliefs, contains eight Likert-type scaled items developed by 

the researcher; Part II,  "Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice" (RRSP) 

Scale, contains 18 Likert-type scaled items developed by M. Sheridan (2000); and 

Part III, Demographics, requests academic major, age, gender, social identity, 

religious/spiritual affiliation, regional identity and frequency of religious/spiritual 

practice plus provides blank space for comments by the student.  

Questions selected for Part I of this instrument, Personal 

Religious/Spiritual Beliefs, and items for Part III, Demographics, were developed 

from a review of previous instruments found in social work and related literature 

that focus on religious/spir itual beliefs. Questions that addressed the research 

question and sub-questions for this study were formulated and then screened for 

face validity and clarity by four social work faculty members and four social work 

doctoral students who had expressed interest and experience with the issues. 

These questions were then submitted as an initial version of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire to over 100 MSW-level 

students in research classes at a CSWE-accredited school of social work in Texas 
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for feedback on clarity plus suitability of wording and content. A statistical 

analysis of these findings was not done when Sheridan’s RRSP Scale became 

available and was incorporated as Part II for this dissertation research. In 

formulating the current version of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire used in this study, questions in the initial version of the 

Questionnaire that were covered in Sheridan’s RRSP Scale were eliminate. In 

addition, one of the original questions on the pre-tested instrument was eliminated 

due to ambiguity reported by some of the MSW respondents.  

Sheridan’s RRSP Scale was used and revised in her three studies on 

spirituality and religion in social work that were cited in the previous chapter. Her 

psychometric information cites reliability yielding Cronbach’s alpha of .88, .82 

and .83 for these three studies. She reports strong evidence supporting convergent 

construct validity for all three studies using two versions of the RRSP Scale. All 

22 of the hypothesized positive or negative relationships were confirmed on the 

first study with the 19- item version at the .05 level of significance; 37 of 39 (36 at 

the .05 level) were confirmed for the second study with the 19-item version; and 

65 of 68 (61 at the .05 level) were confirmed for the third study which employed 

the revised 18- item scale used here.  Non-significant differences of the scale 

scores with selected measures (i.e., age, gender, race/ethnicity) on each study 

strongly supported divergent construct validity for four of the five hypothesized 

relationships examined for the first study, two of three hypothesized for the 

second study, and five of seven hypothesized for the final 18- item version of the 

RRSP Scale. [For detailed information, see Appendix C] 
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The data about BSW students’ personal beliefs from responses to Part I of 

the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire, plus their perceptions 

about religion/spirituality in social work practice and education from responses to 

Part II, as well their demographic profile from Part III are provided to answer the 

research question and three sub-questions of this dissertation research.  

DATA ANALYSIS  

Data analysis includes descriptive statistics about the respondents as well 

as statistical analyses of the subjects’ responses to items on the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire that address the research 

question and three sub-questions of this study. To obtain more detailed 

information about students and their specific beliefs or level of responses 

addressing the areas of inquiry in this study, statistical procedures are used to 

detect any significant differences in level of responses between groups of students 

and the demographic information. Since this study has a purposefully selected 

sample of BSW students, limited statistical comparison are done with the total 

population of BSW students or with the data from the previous studies which 

focused on MSW students, faculty in schools of social work and social work 

practitioners. 

To address the research question, What are the perceptions of bachelor 

level social work students on the role of religion/spirituality in social work, a total 

RRSP Score based on all items in Part II, "Role of Religion and Spirituality in 

Practice" (RRSP) Scale are calculated for each respondent. Also provided are 

summary descriptive statistics of student responses to the 18 questions on 
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Sheridan’s RRSP Scale that address the role of religion and spirituality in social 

work. They are Likert-type scaled and provide a possible range of scores from 19 

to 95 [See Appendix C for RRSP Scale and scoring procedures]. Also included 

are descriptive statistics of students’ responses to Question 1 through 16 on Part II 

that address inclusion of religious/spiritual content in social work practice 

interventions. To get more detailed information about the students and their scores 

on this scale, further statistical analyses focus on detecting any statistically 

significant relationships (at the .05 level of significance) for RRSP Scale scores 

with attendance at a faith-based or secular school, religious/spiritual affiliation, 

and the other demographic information provided in Part III of the questionnaire.    

To address the first sub-question, What are the religious spiritual beliefs of 

bachelor- level social work students, descriptive statistics are provided that 

summarize students’ responses to each of the eight items in Part I of the 

questionnaire. Responses to question 1 (I believe in a personal God/Spirit who is 

active in the world), question 2 (Ideas of God or a transcendent spirit are 

irrelevant in the world today), and question 3 (Each person needs to find her/his 

own religious/spiritual beliefs) address these students’ personal religious/spiritual 

beliefs and the strength of those beliefs.   Responses to question 4 (I believe my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people), question 5 (When my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, I would keep my 

personal beliefs to myself) and question 6 (I carry my religious/spiritual beliefs 

into all areas of my life) address these students’ feelings about how their 

religious/spiritual beliefs impact their relationships with others. Responses to 
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question 7 (My decision to study social work is based on my religious/spiritual 

beliefs) and question 8 (I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent Spirit to 

be a social worker) address these students’ views of how their religious/spiritual 

beliefs affected their decision to enter the profession of social work. To get more 

detailed information about the students and their beliefs as seen in their scores on 

Part I, further statistical analyses focus on detecting any statistically significant 

relationships (at the .05 level of significance) for student responses on these eight 

items with attendance at a faith-based or secular school, student religious/spiritual 

affiliation, or any other of the demographic information provided in Part III of the 

questionnaire.    

To address the second sub-question, How do bachelor- level social work 

students see their own religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their social work 

practice, statistical analyses are done to detect significant relationships between 

responses to specific items on Part I with responses to specific items on Part II. Of 

interest here are students’ responses on items 4, 5, and 6 of Part I which reflect 

students’ beliefs in their relationships with others as they correlate with their 

responses on items describing specific interventions in Part II such as items eight 

through ten and 12 through 16.  The strength of student responses to item 4 (I 

believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) and item 5 (When 

my religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, I would keep 

my personal beliefs to myself) on Part I with the strength of responses to item 15 

on Part II (It is sometimes appropriate for a social worker to share his or her own 

religious or spiritual beliefs with a client) is of particular interest in the discussion 
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of ethical implications inherent in the second sub-question for this study. To get 

more detailed information about the students indicating that they agree or strongly 

agree with these items in both parts of the questionnaire, further statistical 

analyses focus on detecting any statistically significant relationships (at the .05 

level of significance) with attendance at a faith-based or secular school, student 

religious/spiritual affiliation, or any other of the demographic information 

provided in Part III of the questionnaire.   

To address the third sub-question for this study, Do bachelor- level social 

work students see a place for spirituality and religion in social work education,  

descriptive statistics are provided that focus on the strength of students’ responses 

on item 17 (Social work education should include content on religious and 

spiritual diversity) and item 18 (Social work education should include content on 

how to effectively deal with religious or spiritual issues in practice) on Part II of 

the Questionnaire. Further statistical analysis was done to detect any statistically 

significant relationships (at the .05 level of significance) of the level of student 

responses on items 17 and 18 with variables such as attendance at a faith-based or 

secular school, religious/spiritual affiliation of the students, or any other of the 

demographic information provided in Part III of the questionnaire.   

SUMMARY 

This chapter describes the rationale for the current study as an endeavor to 

build upon previous research to broaden the data available to better inform the 

current discussion within the profession on religion and spirituality in social work 

education. The study design section outlines the process of and rationale for 
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subject selection as well as the methodology for administration of the 

questionnaire and collection of data. In the section on the instrument, information 

is provided on the development, structure and validation measures for the 

"Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire" used in this study. Statistical 

procedures are identified in the data analysis section with discussion of specific 

processes for addressing the research question and the three sub-questions. 

The following chapter provides a detailed report on the results of the data 

analysis as outlined in this chapter.  
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Chapter 4—Results 

This chapter presents the results of the data analysis for this study. The 

first section provides descriptive statistics of the characteristics of the sample. The 

second section addresses the research question, What are the perceptions of 

bachelor- level social work students on the role of religion/spirituality in social 

work? It contains descriptive statistics of the subjects’ Role of Religion and 

Spirituality in Practice (RRSP) scores that are based on their answers to the 18 

questions in Part II of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire as a 

summary measure. Also included here are the results of the analysis of the 

relationship of the RRSP scores with the demographic information. To further 

illuminate this question, descriptive statistics of the subjects’ responses to the 16 

questions on this part of the questionnaire that pertain to social work practice are 

also provided in this section.  

The third section addresses the first sub-question, What are the 

religious/spiritual beliefs of bachelor- level social work students? It provides 

descriptive statistics of the subjects’ responses to items 1 through 8 on Part I of 

the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire as well as the results of an 

analysis of the relationship of these responses to the demographic variables. 

The fourth section addresses the second sub-question, How do bachelor-

level social work students see their own religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their 

social work practice? It provides the results of the statistical analyses of the 

students’ responses on items 4, 5, and 6 of Part I that reflect students’ beliefs in 
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their relationships with others as they correlate with their scores on questions 8 

through 10 and 12 through 16 on Part II that describe specific social work 

interventions. 

The fifth section addresses the third sub-question, Do bachelor- level social 

work students see a place for religion and spirituality in social work education? It 

contains descriptive statistics about the students’ responses to items 17 and 18 on 

Part II of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire as well as the 

results of statistical analyses of relationships between these responses and the 

demographic information.  

Since students in this sample were selected with a non-probability 

sampling technique and some distribution problems were found in the analysis of 

data with some groups, a non-parametric test was chosen for all analyses of 

variance. The Kruskal-Wallis Rank Test used here is a non-parametric statistic 

that makes no assumption about the population from which the sample was 

drawn. Findings of significant or non-significant differences with this test are 

based on the mean ranks of scores on individual items by students in the different 

groups under consideration. 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 

A total of 335 bachelor of social work students from Our Lady of the Lake 

University, Prairie View A & M University, Southwest Texas State University, 

St. Edward’s University, The University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, The University 

of Texas at Arlington, and The University of Texas at Austin were surveyed with 

the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire from January 30, 2002 
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through March 20, 2002. Of this number, 324 were declared social work majors 

and selected as valid cases to be included in this study. This number represents 

more than 50 percent of the total number of BSW students reported to be enrolled 

in these schools in the 1999 CSWE statistics (Lennon, 2001), and 17.3 percent of 

all BSW students reported to be enrolled in all schools of social work in Texas in 

1999 (Lennon, 2001 

Table 1 provides information on the demographic characteristics of the 

324 students included in this study. The respondents’ ages (N=318) range from 19 

to 62 years of age, with the average age of 26.82 years (SD=8.62). The mode of 

21 years and the median of 23 years were both below the mean and reflect the 

positive skew of the distribution of the variable age.  This is consistent with the 

finding that 309 (95.4 percent) of the respondents identify themselves as college 

juniors (N=113, 34.9 percent) or seniors (N=196, 60.5 percent). Of the 318 

students responding to gender, 281 (88.4 percent) are female and 37 (11.6 

percent) are male. Of the 324 respondents, 231 (71.3 percent) attend the four state 

universities and 93 (28.7 percent) attend the three private/sectarian universities. 

While 173 (53.4 percent) of the 324 total valid respondents did not provide 

information on what geographical region they self- identified with, 123 of those 

who did reply (38 percent of the total sample) indicate areas of Texas and 28 (8.6 

percent of the total sample) indicate areas outside of Texas.  Only two students 

from this latter group identify themselves with regions outside of the U.S.—one 

with an Asian country and one a dual identification with the U.S. and an African 

country.   
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In the racial/ethnic categories of social identity, 70 of the 316 respondents 

(22.2 percent) identify themselves as African American/Black, three (.9 percent) 

as Asian/Asian American, 72 (22.8 percent) as Latino/Hispanic, one as Native 

American, 149 (47.2 percent) as White/European American, and 21 (6.6 percent) 

as a mixture of these. Of this latter group, one self- identifies as White/Arab, one 

as White/Middle Eastern, and one as Asian/Native American. Eleven respondents 

(3.4 percent) self- identify as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual. Five respondents (1.5 

percent) self- identify as Disabled.   

CSWE statistics (Lennon, 2001) indicate similar figures to those found in 

this study on the gender of juniors and seniors enrolled full- time in BSW 

programs in 1999 with 85.3 percent female and 12.8 percent male. National 

statistics (Lennon, 2001) also indicate that 19.2 percent of all juniors and seniors 

enrolled full-time in BSW programs in 1999 were African American, 1.3 percent 

American Indian, 1.4 percent Asian American, 7.8 percent Chicano/Mexican 

American/Puerto Rican, 3.1 percent another minority, 0.7 percent Foreign, and 

63.8 percent White. 

Respondents overwhelmingly self- identify as Christian with 257 (80.6 

percent) of the 319 who answered this item indicating this as their religious or 

spiritual affiliation. Of these 75 (23.1 percent) specifically identify themselves as 

Baptist, 72 (22.2 percent) as Catholic, and the remaining 110 indicate just 

Christian or another Christian denomination. The next largest category is 

Undecided/Unaffiliated with 23 respondents (7.2 percent), and the third largest 

category is None with 12 respondents (3.8 percent). Most of those selecting more 
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than one affiliation include some Christian denomination. One in the multiple 

answer group did indicate Islam, but also None and Unaffiliated. 

In response to the first Religious/Spiritual Practice question, 182 students 

(56.2 percent) indicate that they currently pray or meditate daily. Another 66 

(20.4 percent) indicate that they currently pray or meditate weekly. Therefore 248 

respondents (76.6 percent) indicate they currently pray or meditate either daily or 

weekly implying a strong current involvement in their religious /spiritual beliefs. 

In response to the second Religious/Spiritual Practice question, 12 respondents 

(3.7 percent) report that they had attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child 

daily, and 229 (70.7 percent) attended weekly. Therefore 241 respondents (74.6 

percent) indicate that they attended either daily or weekly as a child. In response 

to the third Religious/Spiritual Practice question, somewhat smaller numbers 

indicate that they currently attend religious/spiritual meetings. Six (1.9 percent) 

report currently attending daily, and 128 (39.6 percent) indicate weekly.  Nearly 

one half, 158 (48.9 percent) report that they actively practice their 

religion/spirituality by indicating they currently attend religious/spiritual meetings 

occasionally, weekly or daily. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics Of The Sample Demographic Variables (N=324).  

Variable 
 
Gender 
     Female 
     Male 
     Missing 
 
Type of school 
     State 
     Private/Sectarian 
 
Academic Year 
     Seniors 
     Juniors 
     Sophomores 
     Freshmen 
 
Social Identity 
     African American 
     Asian/ Asian-Am 
     Latino/Hispanic 
     Native American 
     White/European 
     Multi-Ethnic 
     Gay/Lesbian/Bisex 
     Person with Disabil 
 
Regional Identity 
     Texas 
     Other 
     Missing 
 
Relig/Spiritual Affilia 
     Agnostic 
     Atheist 
     Buddhist 
     Christian 
 
 

Freq. 
 
 
281 
  37 
   6   
 
 
231 
  93 
 
 
196 
113 
  13 
    2 
 
 
 70 
   3 
 72 
   1 
149 
  21 
  11 
    5 
 
 
123 
  28  
173 
 
 
  11 
   2 
   2 
257 
 
 

Percent 
 
 
86.7 
11.4 
  1.9 
 
 
71.3 
28.7 
 
 
60.5 
34.9 
  4.0 
    .6 
 
 
21.5 
    .9 
22.2 
    .3 
45.8 
  6.5 
  3.4 
  1.5 
 
 
38.0 
  8.6 
53.4 
 
 
  3.4 
    .6 
    .6 
79.3 
 
 

Valid 
Percent 
 
88.4 
11.6 
 
 
 
71.3 
28.7 
 
 
60.5 
34.9 
  4.0 
    .6 
 
 
22.2 
    .9 
22.8 
    .3 
47.2 
  6.6 
 
 
 
 
38.0 
  8.6 
53.4 
 
 
  3.4 
    .6 
    .6 
80.6 
 
 

Cum.  
Percent 
 
 88.4 
100.0 
 
 
 
 71.3 
100.0 
 
 
 60.5 
 95.4 
 99.4 
100.0 
 
 
 22.2 
 23.1 
 45.9 
 46.2 
 93.4 
100.0 
 
 
 
 
 38.0 
 46.6 
100.0 
 
 
   3.4 
   4.1 
   4.7 
 83.3 
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Variable 
 
R/S Affilia (cont.) 
     Jewish 
     Spiritist 
     Undecided/Unaffil 
     None 
     Multi-Affiliated 
     Missing 
 
Relig/Spiritual Practice 
   1. I currently pray/  
   meditate—Daily 
                 Weekly 
                Monthly 
          Occasionally 
                    Never 
 
    2. I attended relig/ 
    spiritual meetings as a 
    child—Daily 
              Weekly 
             Monthly 
       Occasionally 
                Never 
              Missing 
 
      3. I currently attend 
      religious/spiritual 
      meetings—Daily 
                    Weekly 
                    Monthly 
             Occasionally 
                      Never 
                    Missing 
   

Freq. 
 
 
    4 
    2 
  23 
  12 
   6 
   5 
 
 
 
182 
  66 
   7 
  54 
  15 
 
 
 
  12 
229 
  16 
  53 
  13 
    1 
  
 
 
   6 
128 
  24 
114 
  51 
    1 

Percent 
 
 
  1.2 
    .6 
  7.1 
  3.7 
  1.9 
  1.5 
 
 
 
56.2 
20.4 
  2.1 
16.7 
  4.2 
 
 
 
  3.7 
70.7 
  4.9 
16.4 
  4.0 
    .3 
 
 
 
  1.9 
39.5 
  7.4 
35.2 
15.7 
    .3 

Valid 
Percent  
 
  1.3 
    .6 
  7.2 
  3.8 
  1.9 
 
 
 
 
56.2 
20.4 
  2.1 
16.7 
  4.6 
 
 
 
  3.7 
70.9 
  5.0 
16.4 
  4.0 
 
 
 
 
  1.9 
39.6 
  7.4 
35.3 
15.8 
 

Cum. 
Percent 
 
 86.5 
 87.1 
 94.4 
 98.1 
100.0 
 
 
 
 
 56.2 
 76.6 
 78.7 
 95.34 
100.0 
 
 
 
   3.7 
 74.6 
 79.6 
 96.0 
100.0 
 
 
 
 
   1.9 
 41.5 
 48.9 
 84.2 
100.0 
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DATA ANALYSIS PERTAINING TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION: WHAT ARE THE 
PERCEPTIONS OF BACHELOR-LEVEL SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS ON THE ROLE 
OF RELIGION/SPIRITUALITY IN SOCIAL WORK? 

Descriptives Of The RRSP Scores 

The RRSP Scale is composed of the 18 questions on Part II of the 

Religion/ Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire. The possible range of scores 

for this Scale is 18 to 90. Respondents in this study scored from 30 to 86 with a 

Mean of 66.38 (SD=9.07). The alpha for this Scale with these respondents was 

.8583. The Mean score for students in this sample fell in the top third of the 

possible range of scores indicating that these students tended to agree with the 

inclusion of religious/spiritual content in social work practice and education. 

Analysis Of Relationships Of RRSP Scores With Demographic Variables. 

Table 2 provides information on the relationship between student RRSP 

Scores and the demographic variables. Analysis of six of the ten demographic 

variables reveal no significant relationship with RRSP scores. Academic year, 

Age, Gender, Religious/Spiritual Affiliation, Frequency Attended Religious/ 

Spiritual Practice as a Child, and Type of school (state or private/sectarian) reveal 

no significant relationships with the RRSP Score. A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of 

variance of RRSP Score with Academic Year reveals a Chi-square of .2659, with 

DF of 1 and significance of .6061; Age a Chi-square of 36.8044 with DF of 35 

and significance of .3853; Gender a Chi-square of .1154 with DF of 1 and 

significance of .7340; Religious/Spiritual Affiliation a Chi-square of 4.8771 with 

DF of 2 and significance of .0873; Religious/Spiritual Practice as a Child a Chi-
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square of 4.6170 with DF of 4 and significance of .2021; and Type of School a 

Chi-square of .0615 with DF of1 and significance of .0842. 

 The variable Regional Identity is coded into three categories of self-

identified Texans (n=123), Other (n=28) and None/Missing (n=173). A Kruskal-

Wallis analysis of variance reveals a Chi-square of 7.5304 with DF of 2 and 

significance of .0232 indicating significant differences between self- identified 

Texans (Mean RRSP Score=67.8943) and those not identifying any regional 

identity (Mean=65.0694). It appears that overall self- identified Texans in this 

study had stronger positive views of inclusion of religion/spirituality in social 

work than did those students not identifying with Texas. 

Social identity is broken down into three categories of Race/Ethnicity, 

Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual, and Person with a Disability. A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of 

variance for RRSP Score with Race/Ethnicity reveals a Chi-square of 9.0505 with 

DF of 3 and significance.0286 indicating significant differences between self-

identified Latino/Hispanics (Mean RRSP Score=64.1528) and self- identified 

Whites/Europeans (Mean=67.5772) in their agreement with use of 

religious/spiritual content in social work practice and education. It appears that 

self- identified White students in this study felt more strongly about the inclusion 

of religious/spiritual material in social work than do self- identified Hispanic 

students. A Kruskal-Wallis test for RRSP score with Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual 

(N=11) reveals a Chi-square of 1.6732 with DF of 1 and significance of .1958; 

and for RRSP with Person with a Disability (N=5) reveals a Chi-square of .0352 

with DF of 1 and significance of .8512. It appears that neither students who self-
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identified as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual nor students who self- identified as having a 

Disability score differently on inclusion of religious/spiritual material in social 

work than do the students who do not so identify.  

The first Religious/Spiritual Practice question about current frequency of 

prayer/meditation and the third Religious/Spiritual Practice question about current 

attendance at religious/spiritual meetings appear to have significant relationships 

with the RRSP score. A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of RRSP Score with 

the first Religious/Spiritual Practice question reveals a Chi-square of 20.7978 

with DF of 4 and significance of .0003. As might be expected, students in this 

sample who indicate minimal levels of current prayer/meditation have 

significantly lower scores on the RRSP Scale than do those who indicate more 

frequent current prayer/meditation. Those answering Never (M=59.0667) and 

Occasionally (M=63.4074) to currently pray/meditate have lower mean scores on 

this question than for those answering Weekly (M=66.3182) and Daily 

(M=68.0549).  

A similar finding occurred with the Kruskal-Wallis test of RRSP score 

with the third Religious/Spiritual Practice question about current attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings. It reveals a Chi-square of 26.2705 with DF of 4 and 

significance of .0000 with significantly lower scores occurring for those 

answering Never (M=62.8039) and Occasionally (M=64.5965) than for those 

answering Weekly (M=69.0625) to this question. Not unexpectedly, it appears 

that students in this sample who currently practice their religious/spiritual beliefs 
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more frequently also feel more strongly about the inclusion of religious/spiritual 

material in social work education and practice.  

In this sample, students who identified with Texas appear more favorable 

to inclusion of religious/spiritual material in social work than those students who 

indicate no regional identity; White/European students appear more favorable to 

inclusion than Latino/Hispanic; students who prayed/meditated Daily or Weekly 

appear more favorable to inclusion than those reporting Occasionally or Never; 

and students who currently attend religious/spiritual meetings Daily and Weekly 

appear more favorable to inclusion than those reporting Occasionally or Never. 
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Table 2—Measures of relationship between RRSP Score and Demographic 
variables. (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable 
 
Academic Year 
 
Age 
 
Gender 
 
R/S Practice 1: I currently 
pray/ meditate… 
 
R/S Practice 2: I attended 
religious/ spiritual 
meetings as a child… 
 
R/S Practice 3: I currently 
attend religious/spiritual 
meetings… 
 
Regional Identity 
 
Relig/Spirit Affilia 
 
Social Identity 
     Race/Ethnicity 
     Gay/Lesbian/Bisex 
     Person with Disabil 
 
Type of School Attends 
 

Test Statistic 
 
Chi-square=.2659 
 
Chi-square=36.8534 
 
Chi-square=.1154 
 
 
Chi-square=20.7978 
 
 
 
Chi-square=4.6170 
 
 
 
Chi-square=26.3056 
 
Chi-square=7.5304 
 
Chi-square=4.8771 
 
 
Chi-square=9.0505 
Chi-square=1.6754 
Chi-square=.0353 
 
Chi-square=.0615 
 

DF 
 
1 
 
35 
 
1 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
2 
 
2 
 
 
3 
1 
1 
 
1 
 

Sig. 
 
.6061 
 
.3832 
 
.7340 
 
 
.0003* 
 
 
 
.2021 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
.0232* 
 
.0873 
 
 
.0286* 
.1955 
.8511 
 
.8042 
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Descriptive Statistics Of Responses To Questions 1 Through 16 On Part II   

Table 3 provides information on the participants’ responses to questions 

one to 16 on the RRSP Scale of Part II of the Religion/ Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire that address respondents’ views about religion, spirituality and 

social work practice. In addressing the pertinence of religious and spiritual 

material to social work practice in general, 277 (85.5 percent) agree or strongly 

agree that spirituality is a fundamental aspect of being human.  One hundred and 

thirty-eight (42.6 percent) agree or strongly agree that social workers should know 

more about spiritual matters; and an even larger number, 310 (95.6 percent), agree 

or strongly agree that social workers should know more about different religions. 

Two hundred and fifty-eight (78.1 percent) agree or strongly agree that religious 

concerns are within the scope of social work practice; and a slightly larger 

number, 264 (81.5 percent) agree or strongly agree that spiritual concerns are 

pertinent to practice. One hundred and forty-eight (45.7 percent) agree or strongly 

agree that a spiritual component in practice can help to empower clients; but a 

much larger group, 265 (81.8 percent), agree or strongly agree that knowledge of 

a client’s religious or spiritual belief system is important to effective social work 

practice. 

In assessing the impact of religious/spiritual beliefs and practices in 

clients’ lives, 249 (76.8 percent), agree or strongly agree that social workers 

should be able to assess the positive/ beneficial role of religion/spirituality while 

only 211 (65.1 percent) agree or strongly agree on assessing the negative/harmful 

role of these beliefs. Two hundred and seventeen (66.9 percent) agree or strongly 
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agree that the religious backgrounds of clients influence the course and outcome 

of social work practice. Only 66 (20.3 percent) disagree or strongly disagree that 

religious backgrounds of clients impact practice. One hundred and eighty-nine 

(58.3 percent) agree or strongly agree that addressing a client’s religious/spiritual 

beliefs is important for holistic social work practice.  

Focusing more directly on interventions, 110 respondents (34.0 percent) 

agree or strongly agree that it is appropriate to use religious language, metaphors 

and concepts in social work practice. Only 91 (28.1 percent) disagree or strongly 

disagree that it is appropriate to use such content. A slightly larger group of 

respondents, 124 (38.3 percent) agree or strongly agree that it is appropriate to use 

spiritual language, metaphors and concepts in social work practice. Only 84 (25.9 

percent) disagree or strongly disagree that it was appropriate. While 162 

respondents (50.0 percent) agree or strongly agree that it was not appropriate for 

social workers to use scripture or other religious texts in practice, 56 (17.3 

percent) agree or strongly agree that it was appropriate. A similar number, 145 

(44.8 percent), disagree or strongly disagree with the statement that it is against 

social work ethics to pray with a client. Only 58 (17.9 percent) agree or strongly 

agree that it is not ethical to pray with a client. One hundred and seventy-five 

respondents (54 percent) agree or strongly agree that it is sometimes appropriate 

to share personal religious/spiritual beliefs with a client. Only 74 (22.8 percent) 

disagree or strongly disagree with sharing such personal beliefs with clients in 

social work practice.  
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Table 3: Descriptive Statistics Of Student Responses To Questions 1 – 16 Of Part 
II Of The Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire 

Questions on Part II 
 
 
1.Spirituality is a 
fundamental aspect of 
being human. 
 
 
 
2.Social workers 
should become more 
sophisticated than they 
are now in spiritual 
matters. 
 
3.It is important for 
social workers to have 
knowledge about 
different religious 
faiths and traditions. 
 
4.Religious concerns 
are outside of the scope 
of social work practice. 
 
 
 
5.Spiritual concerns are 
outside of the scope of 
social work practice. 
 
 
 
 
 

Response 
Value 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
 

Freq. 
 
 
145 
132 
  36 
   9 
   2 
 
  42 
  96 
131 
  49 
   6 
 
213 
 97 
   9 
   2 
   3 
 
   5 
  13 
  53 
157 
  96 
 
   4 
  12 
  44 
165 
  99 
 
 
 

Percent 
 
 
44.8 
40.7 
11.1 
  2.8 
    .6 
 
13.0 
29.6 
40.0 
15.1 
  1.9 
 
65.7 
29.2 
  2.9 
    .6 
    .9 
 
   1.5 
   4.0 
 16.4 
 48.5 
 29.6 
 
   1.2 
   3.7 
 13.6 
 50.9 
 30.6 
 
 
 

Cum.  
Percent 
 
44.8 
 85.5 
 96.6 
 99.4 
100.0 
 
 13.0 
 42.6 
 83.0 
 98.1 
100.0 
 
 65.7 
 95.6 
 98.5 
 99.1 
100.0 
 
   1.5 
   5.5 
  21.9 
  70.4 
100.0 
 
    1.2 
    4.9 
  18.5 
  69.4 
 100.0 
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Questions on Part II 
 
 
6.Social work practice 
with a spiritual 
component has a better 
chance to empower 
clients than practice 
without such a 
component. 
 
7.Knowledge of 
clients’ religious or 
spiritual belief systems 
is important for 
effective social work 
practice. 
 
8.Social workers 
should be able to assess 
the positive or 
beneficial role of 
religious or spiritual 
beliefs and practices in 
clients’ lives. 
 
9.Social workers 
should be able to assess 
the negative or harmful 
role of religious or 
spiritual beliefs and 
practices in clients’ 
lives. 
 
10.The use of religious 
language, metaphors 
and concepts in social 
work is inappropriate.  
 
 

Response 
Value 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

Freq. 
 
 
  57 
  91 
120 
  44 
  12 
 
 
 
102 
145 
  37 
  20 
    2 
 
 
 85 
164 
 55 
 19 
   1 
 
 
 
 59 
152 
 78 
 28 
   7 
 
 
 
 20 
 71 
123 
 91 
 19 
 

Percent  
 
 
17.6 
28.1 
37.0 
13.6 
  3.7 
 
 
 
37.0 
44.8 
11.4 
  6.2 
    .6 
 
 
26.2 
50.6 
17.0 
  5.9 
    .3 
 
 
 
18.2 
46.9 
24.1 
  8.6 
  2.2 
 
 
 
  6.2 
21.9 
38.0 
28.1 
  5.9 
 

Cum. 
Percent 
 
 17.6 
 45.7 
 82.7 
 96.3 
100.0 
 
 
 
 37.0 
 81.8 
 93.2 
 99.4 
100.0 
 
 
 26.2 
 76.8 
 93.8 
 99.7 
100.0 
 
 
 
 18.2 
 65.1 
 89.2 
 97.8 
100.0 
 
 
 
   6.2 
 28.1 
 66.0 
 94.1 
100.0 
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Questions on Part II 
 
11.The religious 
backgrounds of clients 
do not particularly 
influence the course or 
out come of social 
work practice. 
 
12.A social workers’ 
use of scripture or other 
religious texts in 
practice is appropriate. 
 
 
13.It is against social 
work ethics to ever 
pray with a client. 
 
 
 
14.The use of spiritual 
language, metaphors 
and concepts in social 
work language is 
inappropriate.  
 
15.It is sometimes 
appropriate for a social 
worker to share his or 
her own religious or 
spiritual beliefs with a 
client. 
 
16.Addressing a 
client’s religious or 
spiritual beliefs is 
necessary for holistic  
social work practice. 

Response 
Value 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 

Freq. 
 
 16 
 50 
 41 
165 
 52 
 
 
  12 
  44 
106 
  97 
  65 
 
16 
 42 
121 
113 
 32 
 
  12 
  72 
116 
  99 
  25 
 
  29 
146 
  75 
  58 
  16 
 
 
  47 
142 
  90 
  37 
    8 

Percent 
 
  4.9 
15.4 
12.7 
50.9 
16.0 
 
 
  3.7 
13.6 
32.7 
29.9 
20.1 
 
  4.9 
13.0 
37.3 
34.9 
  9.9 
 
  3.7 
22.2 
35.8 
30.6 
  7.7 
 
  9.0 
45.1 
23.1 
17.9 
  4.9 
 
 
14.5 
43.8 
27.8 
11.4 
  2.5 

Cum. 
Percent 
   4.9 
 20.3 
 33.0 
 84.0 
100.0 
 
 
   3.7 
 17.3 
 50.0 
 79.9 
100.0 
 
   4.9 
 17.9 
 55.2 
 90.1 
100.0 
 
   3.7 
 25.9 
 61.7 
 92.3 
100.0 
 
   9.0 
 54.1 
 77.2 
 95.1 
100.0 
 
 
 14.5 
 58.3 
 86.1 
 97.5 
100.0 
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DATA ANALYSIS PERTAIN ING TO SUB-QUESTION 1: WHAT ARE THE RELIGIOUS/ 
SPIRITUAL BELIEFS OF BACHELOR-LEVEL SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS? 

Descriptive Statistics Of Responses To Questions 1-8 On Part I 

Table 4 contains descriptive statistics on students’ responses to questions 

one through eight on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire that address the religious and spiritual beliefs of the respondents. 

Questions one through three address the students’ personal religious/spiritual 

beliefs and the strength of those beliefs. Questions four through six address these 

students’ feelings about how their beliefs impact their relationships with others. 

Questions seven and eight address the students’ beliefs and their decision to enter 

the profession of social work.  

Respondents indicate strongly positive personal religious/spiritual beliefs 

on questions one through three of Part I. Three hundred and six (94.4 percent) of 

the sample (N=324) agree or strongly agree with the statement in question one 

that they believe in a God/Spirit that is active in the world. A slightly smaller 

number, 275 (84.9 percent), disagree or strongly disagree with the second 

question that ideas of God or Spirit are irrelevant in the world today. Possibly the 

reverse wording of this question resulted in some false positives on this question, 

and thus resulted in a lower positive response rate here. Two hundred and forty-

four (75.4 percent) agree or strongly agree with item  three that each person needs 

to find her/his own religious/spiritual beliefs. Interestingly, 30 (9.3 percent) 

disagree or strongly disagree with this statement. 
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Subjects’ responses to questions four, five and six were also relatively 

strong but somewhat less consistent than responses on the first three questions. 

While 201 (62.0 percent) disagree or strongly disagree with question four that 

they believe their own religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people, it is 

noteworthy that 70 (21.6 percent) agree or strongly agree with that statement. A 

slightly larger number, 254 (78.4 percent), agree or strongly agree with question 

five that when their own religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by 

clients, they would keep their personal beliefs to themselves. Here too, however, 

27 (8.4 percent) disagree or strongly disagree with this statement about keeping 

their own personal religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves. In contrast to subjects 

responses to question five, 203 (62.7 percent) agree or strongly agree with 

question six that they carry their own religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of 

their own life. 

Questions seven and eight focus on how respondents’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs impacted their decision to enter the profession of social 

work. Nearly one-third of students, 103 (31.7 percent), agree or strongly agree 

with the statement in question seven that their decision to study social work was 

based on their religious/spiritual beliefs. Slightly more than one third of the 

respondents, 124 (38.2 percent) agree or strongly agree with the statement in 

question eight that they feel they have been called by God/Spirit to be a social 

worker.   
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Table 4: Descriptive statistics of student responses to Questions 1 – 8 on Part I of 
the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire. 

 

Questions on Part I 
 

Response 
Value 

Freq. Percent Cum. 
Percent 

1. I believe in a 
God/Spirit that is active 
in the world. 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

248 
  58   
    8 
    6 
    4 
 

76.5 
17.9 
  2.5 
  1.9 
  1.2 

 76.5 
 94.4 
 69.9 
 98.8 
100.0 

2.Ideas of God or a 
transcendent Spirit are 
irrelevant in the world 
today. 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

 15 
   8 
 26 
 90 
185 

  4.6 
  2.5 
  8.0 
27.8 
57.1 

   4.6 
   7.1 
  15.1 
 42.9 
100.0 

3.Each person needs to 
find her/his own 
religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

157 
  87 
  50 
  21 
    9 

48.5 
26.9 
15.4 
  6.5 
  2.8 
 

 48.5 
 75.4 
 90.8 
 97.2 
100.0 

4.I believe my religious 
/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

 39 
 31 
 53 
 95 
106 

12.0 
  9.6 
16.4 
29.3 
32.7 

 12.0 
 21.6 
 38.0 
 67.3 
100.0 

5.When my religious/ 
spiritual beliefs are 
different than those 
held by clients, I would 
keep my personal 
beliefs to myself. 
 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

151 
103 
  43 
  20 
    7 

46.6 
31.8 
13.3 
  6.2 
  2.2 

 46.6 
 78.4 
 91.7 
 97.9 
100.0 
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Questions on Part I 
 
 
6.I carry my religious/ 
spiritual beliefs into all 
areas of my life. 
 
 
 

Response 
Value 
 
5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 

Freq. 
 
 
104 
 99 
 68 
 44 
   9 

Percent 
 
 
32.1 
30.6 
21.0 
13.6 
  2.8 

Cum. 
Percent 
 
32.1 
 62.7 
 83.7 
 97.2 
100.0 

7.My decision to study 
social work is based on 
my religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 
 

28 
75 
70 
92 
59 

  8.6 
23.1 
21.6 
28.4 
18.2 

   8.6 
 31.7 
 53.4 
 81.8 
100.0 

8.I feel I have been 
called by God/a 
transcendent Spirit to 
be a social worker. 

5-St. Agree 
4-Agree 
3-Neutral 
2-Disagree 
1-St. Disagree 

51 
73 
80 
54 
66 

15.7 
22.5 
24.7 
16.7 
20.4 

 15.7 
 38.2 
 62.9 
 79.6 
100.0 
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Analysis Of Relationships Of Scores On Questions 1-8 On Part I With 
Demographic Variables  

Table 5 provides information on the relationship of the responses by 

students in this sample to questions one through eight on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire with the demographic variable 

Academic Year. This variable is collapsed into two categories of 

Freshmen/Sophomore and Junior/Senior since there are only two freshmen in this 

study. Data analysis reveals significant differences in responses only between 

Freshmen/Sophomores and Juniors/Seniors to Question 4 (I believe my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) and Question 5 (When my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, I would keep my 

personal beliefs to myself) for the demographic variable Academic Year.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of data from Question 4 (I believe 

my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) with the variable Academic 

Year reveals a Chi-square of 8.6150 with DF of 1 and significance of .0033. Of 

the 323 students who responded to this question, the Freshmen/Sophomores have 

the higher Mean score of 3.2667 and the Juniors/Seniors have a Mean of 2.3442. 

This indicates that the Freshmen and Sophomores agree more strongly that their 

own religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people than do the Juniors and 

Seniors in this sample.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of data from Question 5 (When my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, I would keep my 

personal beliefs to myself) with Academic Year reveals a Chi-square of 7.3343 
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with DF of 1 and significance of .0068 indicating significant differences between 

the Freshmen/Sophomores and Juniors/Seniors on this item. The Juniors/Seniors 

have a higher Mean score (4.1688) on this item than do the 

Freshmen/Sophomores (Mean=3.6000) indicating that the Juniors and Seniors in 

this study agree more strongly than do the Freshmen and Sophomores with the 

statement that they would keep their personal beliefs to themselves if those beliefs 

were different than their clients.  
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Table 5:  Relationship of demographic variable Academic Year with Questions 1 
– 8 of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work 
Questionnaire 

Variable-Academic Year with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit 
that is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are 
irrelevant in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my 
religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/ 
spiritual beliefs into all areas 
of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to 
be a social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=.0111 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.3132 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.0053 
 
 
 
Chi-square=8.6150 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=7.3343 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.8446 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.7962 
 
 
 
Chi=square=1.8867 

DF 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 

Sig. 

 
.9162 
 
 
 
.5757 
 
 
 
.9417 
 
 
 
.0033* 
 
 
 
 
.0068* 
 
 
 
.3581 
 
 
 
.0945 
 
 
 
.1696 
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Table 6 provides information on the relationship of questions one through 

eight on Part I with the demographic variable Region Identity. Kruskal-Wallis 

anaylses of variance indicate the only significant relationship found for Regional 

Identity on Part I is with Question 2 (Ideas of a God or transcendent spirit are 

irrelevant in the world today) revealing a Chi-square of 8.6323 with DF of 2 and 

significance of .0134. 

Students who identify with Texas have the highest Mean score (4.4553) on 

Question 2; students who identify with other regions have a somewhat lower 

Mean score (4.3571); and students who identify with no region have the lowest 

Mean score (4.1850). Since this question is reverse coded for analysis, these 

scores indicate that students who identify with Texas agree most strongly of all 

three groups that ideas of a God/transcendent spirit are relevant in the world 

today. Students who identify with areas other than Texas indicate slightly less 

strong agreement with this question, and students who identify with no regional 

area indicate the least strong agreement with this question of the three groups. 

However, it is interesting to note that the Means of all three groups are above the 

‘Agree’ level of four. 
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Table 6:  Relationship of demographic variable Regional Identity with Questions 
1 – 8 of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work 
Questionnaire (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-Regional Identity with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 
social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=1.2476 
 
 
 
Chi-square=8.6323 
 
 
 
Chi-square=4.5995 
 
 
Chi-square=.6406 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.3552 
 
 
Chi-square=.8638 
 
 
 
Chi-square=1.4206 
 
 
 
Chi-square=1.5427 

DF 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 

Sig. 

 
.5359 
 
 
 
.0134* 
 
 
 
.1003 
 
 
.7259 
 
 
 
 
.1868 
 
 
.6493 
 
 
 
.4915 
 
 
 
.4624 
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Student Age, Gender, and Type of School they currently attend appear to 

have no statistically significant effect on student level of agreement or 

disagreement with the personal religious/spiritual belief statements on Part I of 

the Questionnaire. 

Table 7 provides information on the relationship of the responses of 

students in this sample to questions one through eight on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire about students’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs with the demographic variables of Age. Since no 

significant differences were found in level of response to any of these questions 

on Part I of the Questionnaire for the demographic variable Age, it would appear 

that the significant differences found between Freshmen/Sophomores and 

Juniors/Seniors on Question 4 (I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for 

all people) and Question 5 (When my religious/spiritual beliefs are different than 

those held by clients, I would keep my personal beliefs to myself) of Part I [See 

Table 5] are more the result of socialization to the profession during years of 

study in social work programs rather than maturation due to age.  
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Table 7:  Relationship of demographic variable Age with Questions 1 – 8 of Part I 
of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire 

Variable-Age with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 
social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=27.4462 
 
 
 
Chi-square=26.6734 
 
 
 
Chi-square=37.3709 
 
 
Chi-square=30.7337 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=33.0344 
 
 
Chi-square=37.5630 
 
 
 
Chi-square=38.5957 
 
 
 
Chi-square=43.1962 

DF 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
35 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
 
35 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
35 

Sig. 

 
.8149 
 
 
 
.8427 
 
 
 
.3607 
 
 
.6742 
 
 
 
 
.5633 
 
 
.3525 
 
 
 
.3103 
 
 
 
.1610 
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Kruskal-Wallis analyses of variance of the two other demographic 

variables that appear to have no significant relationship with any of the eight 

questions on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire are 

provided in the following two tables. Table 8 provides information on the 

relationship of responses of students on the questions one through eight on Part I 

with the demographic variable Gender, and Table 9 on the relationship of 

questions on Part I with Type of School Attends.  
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Table 8: Relationship of demographic variable Gender with Questions 1 – 8 of 
Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire 

Variable-Gender with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 
social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=.0777 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.7465 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.6288 
 
 
Chi-square=1.8207 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.1362 
 
 
Chi-square=.0143 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.7106 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.0012 

DF 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 

Sig. 

 
.9149 
 
 
 
.3876 
 
 
 
.1049 
 
 
.1772 
 
 
 
 
.7121 
 
 
.9048 
 
 
 
.3992 
 
 
 
.9721 
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Table 9: Relationship of demographic variable Type of School Attends with 
Questions 1 – 8 of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work 
Questionnaire 

Variable-Type of School with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that 
is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/ 
spiritual beliefs are right for all 
people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be 
a social worker.   

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=.0549 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.0134 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.1138 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.1566 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.0561 
 
 
Chi-square=1.4478 
 
 
 
Chi-square=1.9291 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.0670 

DF 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 

Sig. 

 
.8148 
 
 
 
.9079 
 
 
 
.7359 
 
 
 
.6923 
 
 
 
 
.8127 
 
 
.2289 
 
 
 
.1649 
 
 
 
.0799 
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Table 10 presents information on the relationship of the responses of 

students in this sample to questions one through eight on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire about students’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs with their responses to the demographic variable 

Religious/Spiritual Practice 1 (I pray/meditate daily, weekly, monthly, 

occasionally, never). Statistically significant differences are found between 

groups reporting more frequent current prayer/meditation and those reporting no 

or lower prayer/meditation on Questions 1, 2, 4, 6, 7, and 8 of Part I about 

personal religious/spiritual beliefs. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of students responses on 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 (I pray/meditate….) with their responses to 

Question 1 (I believe in a God/Spirit that is active in the world) produces a Chi-

square of 73.4816 with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. Students in this sample 

who indicate that they Never pray/meditate (n=15) have a significantly lower 

Mean score on Question 1 of Part I (Mean=3.2667) than all other students who 

answered this question. Those students who indicate Occasionally (n=54) have a 

Mean of 4.4444; those who indicate Monthly (n=7) have a Mean of 4.2857; those 

who indicate Weekly (n=66) have a Mean of 4.6818; and those who indicate 

Daily (n=182) have a Mean of 4.8571. A further significant difference was found 

in the level of agreement/disagreement by student to this question for those 

indicating they currently pray/meditate Daily with those indicating Occasionally. 

As might be expected those who currently pray or meditate (even occasionally) 
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agree more strongly with the statement in Question 1 of Part I that they believe in 

a God/Spirit that is active in the world than do those who never pray or meditate. 

It is interesting to note that even those students who indicate that they never pray 

or meditate still have a Mean score of 3.2667 (neutral =3) indicating they agree 

slightly that there is a God/Spirit active in the world. Perhaps the experience of 

growing up in a largely Christian-based country has influenced their beliefs.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of student responses to Religious/ 

Spiritual Practice question 1 with their responses to Question 2 on Part I (Ideas of 

a God or a transcendent spirit are irrelevant in the world today) reveals a Chi-

square of 15.8032 with DF of 4 and significance of .0033. Those students who 

report current Daily prayer/meditation (n=182) have a significantly higher Mean 

score on Question 2 (4.3956) than students who report that they Never currently 

pray/ meditate (3.6000). Interestingly, even those who report Never and have the 

lowest Mean score on this Question still had a Mean score above the Neutral level 

of three. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of student responses to 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 with their responses to Question 4 of Part I 

(I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) produces a Chi-

square of 59.9695 with DF of 4 and Significance of .0000. Those students who 

indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 that they currently 

pray/meditate Daily have a significantly higher Mean score (2.8901) on Question 

4 of Part I than those indicating Never (Mean=1.4667) as well as those indicating 

Occasionally (Mean=1.7030) and those indicating Weekly (Mean=1.8333). While 
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the Mean scores for students in these categories all indicate disagreement with the 

statement that they feel their personal religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all 

people, it appears that students in this sample who report that they currently 

pray/meditate Daily (n=182) do not disagree as strongly with this statement as do 

students who report less frequent or no current prayer/meditation. Perhaps the low 

Mean scores for these groups on Question 4 of Part I is partially due to the 

substantially larger number of Juniors and Seniors in this sample (n=309) who 

have had more opportunity to become socialized to the profession in their social 

work courses as compared to the smaller number of Freshmen and Sophomores 

(n=15) included in this sample. 

Those students who indicated on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 

that they currently pray/meditate Daily have a significantly higher Mean score 

(4.2362) on Question 6 of Part I (I carry my religious/spiritual beliefs into all 

areas of my life) than those reporting other levels of current prayer/meditation. 

Those students in this sample indicating Never have a Mean of 2.8000; those 

indicating Occasionally have a Mean of 2.9815; those indicating Monthly have a 

Mean of 2.8571; and those indicating Weekly have a Mean of 3.3788. This 

Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Practice 2 with 

Question 6 on Part I produces a Chi-square of 82.8163 with DF of 4 and 

significance of .0000. While it appears that those students in this sample who 

report that they pray/meditate Daily (n=182, 56 percent of this sample) agree with 

the statement that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their 
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lives, all other students responding to this question have means near the neutral 

level of three. 

Those students who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 

that they currently pray/meditate Daily have a significantly higher Mean score 

(3.2527) on Question 7 of Part I (My decision to study social work is based on my 

religious/spiritual beliefs) than those reporting other levels of current 

prayer/meditation. Those students in this sample indicating Never have a Mean of 

1.6667; those indicating Occasionally have a Mean of 1.8704; those indicating 

Monthly have a Mean of 1.8571; and those indicating Weekly have a Mean of 

2.4545. In addition, a significant difference was found between those responding 

weekly and those responding Occasionally. The Kruskal-Wallis analys is of 

variance for Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 with Question 7 of Part I 

produces a Chi-square of 77.4162 with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. The 

students in this study who report Daily prayer/meditation are the only group of 

students in this study that have a Mean score above the neutral level of three on 

this Religious/Spiritual Practice question indicating slight agreement with the 

statement that their decision to study social work was based on their 

religious/spiritual beliefs—but 56 percent of all respondents are in this group. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of student responses on 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 with student responses to Question 8 on 

Part I (I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent spirit to be a social worker) 

produces a Chi-square of 92.7742 with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. Those 

students who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 that they 
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currently pray/meditate Daily have a significantly higher Mean score (3.5604) on 

Question 8 of Part I than those reporting other levels of current prayer/meditation. 

Those students in this sample indicating Never have a Mean of 1.4000; those 

indicating Occasionally have a Mean of 1.9444; those indicating Monthly have a 

Mean of 2.0000; and those indicating Weekly have a Mean of 2.6212. In addition, 

a significant difference was found between students reporting current Weekly 

prayer/meditation and those reporting both Never and Occasionally. Again, while 

Means for respondents indicating lower than current Daily levels of 

prayer/meditation indicate that they disagree with this statement that they feel 

“called” to be a social worker, 56 of the students in this study who do report Daily 

prayer/meditation indicate some agreement with this statement.  
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Table 10:  Relationship of demographic variable Religious/Spiritual Practice 1(I 
pray/meditate….)with Questions 1 – 8 of Part I of the 
Religious/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire (* indicates 
significant relationship) 

Variable-R/S Practice 1 with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit 
that is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are 
irrelevant in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my 
religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my 
religious/spiritual beliefs into 
all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to 
be a social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=73.4816 
 
 
 
Chi-square=15.8032 
 
 
 
Chi=square=2.6367 
 
 
 
Chi-square=59.9695 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=6.3679 
 
 
 
Chi-square=82.8163 
 
 
 
Chi-square=77.4162 
 
 
 
Chi-square=92.7742 

DF 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 

Sig. 

 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0033* 
 
 
 
.6203 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
 
.1733 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
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Table 11 provides information on the relationship of the responses of 

students in this sample to questions one through eight on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire about students’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs with the demographic variable Religious/Spiritual 

Practice 2 (I attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child daily, weekly, 

monthly, occasionally, never). Statistically significant relationships are found 

between level of response to Religious/Spiritual Practice 2 with Questions 4, 7, 

and 8 about students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs on Part I of the 

Questionnaire. 

Those students who indicated on Religious/Spiritual Practice 2 that they 

attended religious/spiritual meetings Weekly as a child (Mean=2.5153) have a 

significantly higher Mean score on Question 4 of Part I (I believe my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) than those students who indicate 

Never (Mean=1.4615) with a Chi-square of 12.1501, DF of 4 and a significance 

of .0163. It appears that students who report that they attended meetings either 

Weekly or Never as a child disagree with the statement that they believe their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people; but, as might be expected, those 

who indicate that they had never attended such meetings as a child disagree more 

strongly with this statement than do those reporting weekly attendance as a child. 

Those students who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice 2 that they 

attended religious/spiritual meetings Weekly as a child (Mean=2.8908) have a 

significantly higher Mean score on Question 7 of Part I (My decision to study 

social work is based on my religious/spiritual beliefs) than students who indicate 
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Occasional attendance at religious/spiritual meetings as a child. The analysis of 

variance produces a Chi-square of 12.8437 with DF of 4 and significance of 

.0121. Of interest here is that the students reporting these different levels of 

attendance at religious/spiritual meetings as a child scored Means which indicate 

some disagreement with the statement that their decision to study social work was 

based on their religious/spiritual beliefs. 

An analysis of variance of students’ responses to Religious/Spiritual 

Practice question 2 (I attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child daily, 

weekly, monthly, occasionally, never) and their responses to Question 8 of Part I 

(I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent Spirit to be a social worker) also 

produces a Chi-square of 12.8884 with DF of 4, and significance of .0118, but no 

two groups of students indicating different levels of attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings as a child were reported as significantly different at 

the .05 level. The 229 students reporting Weekly attendance as a child have the 

highest Mean Rank (172.55) on their responses to Question 8 of Part I in a 

Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance indicating that those who attended 

religious/spiritual meetings weekly as child tend to agree more with the statement 

in Question 8 of Part I that they feel “called” to study social work, and those 

reporting Never have the lowest Mean Rank (101.35). However, students 

reporting other levels of attendance at religious/spiritual meetings as a child do 

not produce a pattern of higher Mean Rank in responses to Question 8 of Part I  

with greater frequency of this past attendance. Those indicating Occasional 

attendance at religious/spiritual meetings as a child have a Mean Rank of 144.99; 
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those indicating Monthly have a Mean Rank of 134.94; and those indicating Daily 

have a Mean Rank of 137.58. It appears that attendance at religious/spiritual 

meetings as a child had some impact on students responses to whether they feel 

“called” to social work, but the relationship seems weak and not clear. 
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Table 11:  Relationship of demographic variable Religious/Spiritual Practice 2 (I 
attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child)with Questions 1 – 8 
of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire 
(* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-R/S Practice 2 with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that 
is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my 
religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be 
a social worker.   

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=8.7681 
 
 
 
Chi-square=5.5642 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.5971 
 
 
 
Chi-square=12.1501 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=1.7212 
 
 
Chi-square=5.5165 
 
 
 
Chi-square=12.8437 
 
 
 
Chi-square=12.8884 

DF 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 

Sig. 

 
.0672 
 
 
 
.2341 
 
 
 
.9634 
 
 
 
.0163* 
 
 
 
 
.7869 
 
 
.2383 
 
 
 
.0121* 
 
 
 
.0118* 
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Table 12 provides information on the relationship of the responses of 

students in this sample to questions one through eight on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire about students’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs with the demographic variable Religious/Spiritual 

Practice 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings daily, weekly, monthly, 

occasionally, never). Statistically significant relationships are found between level 

of response to Religious/Spiritual Practice 3 with Questions 1, 2, 4, 6, 7, and 8 

about students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs on Part I of the Questionnaire. 

Students who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3 that they 

currently Never attend religious/spiritual meetings (Mean=4.1373) have a 

significantly lower Mean score on Question 1 of Part I (I believe in a God/Spirit 

that is active in the world) than those students who indicate both Occasionally 

(Mean=4.1373) and Weekly (Mean=4.9219) current attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance produces a 

Chi-square of 52.8121 with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. Also, students in 

this study who indicate occasionally attending such meetings have a significantly 

lower Mean score than those indicating weekly current attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings. As might be expected, those students in this sample 

who currently attend religious/spiritual meetings more frequently agree more 

strongly with the statement in Question 1 on Part I that they believe in a 

God/Spirit that is active in the world. Those who report currently attending such 

meetings weekly (n=128, 39.6 percent of this sample) strongly agree that they 

believed in a God/Spirit that is active in the world. 
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Students who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3 that they 

currently attend religious/spiritual meetings Weekly (Mean=4.4297) have a 

significantly higher Mean score on Question 2 of Part I (Ideas of God or a 

transcendent Spirit are irrelevant in the world today) than those students who 

indicate they Never currently attend religious/spiritual meetings (Mean=3.9608). 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance produces a Chi-square of 14.7972 with DF 

of 4 and significance of.0051. Since this variable is reverse coded, those students 

who indicate that they currently attend religious/spiritual meetings Weekly 

(n=128) agree more strongly that ideas of God or a transcendent Spirit are 

relevant than do those students in this sample who report never currently 

attending such meetings. Interestingly, the Mean score for those students even 

reporting Never (Mean=3.9608) to this question about frequency of current 

attendance at religious/spiritual meetings is above the neutral level of three and 

close to the agree level of four with the statement that ideas of God or a 

transcendent spirit are relevant in the world today. 

Students in this sample who indicate on Religious/Spiritual Practice 

question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings…) that they currently 

attend religious/ spiritual meetings Weekly (n=128, Mean=3.1250) have a 

significantly higher Mean score on Question 4 of Part I (I believe my 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) than do those indicating Never 

(Mean=1.7059) as well as those indicating Occasionally (Mean=1.8772) and 

those indicating Monthly (n=24, Mean=2.1667). A Kruskal-Wallis analysis 

produces a Chi-square of 70.8760 with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. In 
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addition, the analysis of these two questions found a significant difference in the 

Mean scores for those indicating current Daily attendance (n=6) at 

religious/spiritual meetings (Mean=3.3333) with those indicating that they Never 

(n=51) currently attend such meetings (Mean=1.7059) and Occasionally (n=114, 

Mean=1.8772). As might be anticipated, those indicating more frequent current 

practice/attendance at religious/spiritual meetings have highe r Mean scores on 

Question 4 of Part I indicating stronger agreement with the statement that they 

feel their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people. However, an 

interesting finding is that even the highest Mean score on Question 4 of Part I for 

those currently attending such religious/spiritual meetings Daily (Mean=3.3333) 

is minimally above the neutral level of three indicating minimal agreement with 

the statement that they feel their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people. 

The Mean score for those reporting current Weekly attendance (Mean=3.1250) is 

also barely above the neutral level; and the Mean scores for students reporting all 

lower levels of current attendance at religious/ spiritual meetings (Means from 

2.8901 to 1.4615) indicate disagreement with the statement that they feel their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all. These relatively low scores on Question 

4 of Part I may be due to the substantially larger number of Juniors and Seniors in 

this sample (n=309) who have more exposure to social work ethics and values 

than do Freshmen and Sophomores (n=15). 

Students in this sample who responded to Religious/Spiritual Practice 

question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings daily, weekly, monthly, 

occasionally, never) that they currently attend religious/spiritual meetings Weekly 
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(Mean=4.3750) have a significantly higher Mean score on Question 6 of Part I (I 

carry my religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life) than those who 

indicate they Never (Mean=2.9804) or Occasionally (Mean=4.3750) or Monthly 

(Mean=3.4583) currently attend such meetings. An added significant difference 

detected is between those students in this sample who indicate Daily current 

attendance at religious/spiritual meetings (Mean=4.3750) and those indicating that 

they Never currently attend such meetings (Mean=2.9804). A Kruskal-Wallis 

analysis of variance produces a Chi-square of 77.4410 with DF of 4 and 

significance of .0000.  As might be anticipated, students who report more frequent 

current attendance at religious/spiritual meetings also tend to agree more strongly 

with Question 6 of Part I that they feel they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs 

into all areas of their lives. Only the students reporting that they currently Never 

attend religious/spiritual meetings have a Mean score indicating that they disagree 

with the statement in Question 6 about carrying their religious/spiritual beliefs 

into all areas of their lives. However, that Mean score for this Never group 

(Mean=2.9804) is barely below the neutral level of three. Perhaps most of the 

students in this sample who never currently attend religious/spiritual meetings do 

not have strong religious/spiritual beliefs and responded at the neutral level of 

three rather than disagreeing with this statement that they feel they carry their 

religious/ spiritual beliefs into all areas of their lives.  

Students in this study who reported on Religious/Spirituality Practice 

question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings daily, weekly, monthly, 

occasionally, never) that they Never currently attend religious/spiritual meetings 
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(Mean=1.9804) have significantly lower scores on Question 7 of Part I (My 

decision to study social work is based on my religious/spiritual beliefs) than do 

students reporting all other levels of current attendance at religious/spiritual 

meetings . A Kruskal-Wallis analysis produces a Chi-square of 43.3620 with DF 

of 4 and significance of .0000. Those students who report currently attending 

religious/spiritual meetings Occasionally have a Mean of 2.5526, Monthly a Mean 

of 2.7917, Weekly a Mean of 3.1953, and Daily a Mean of 3.8333 on Question 7 

of Part I. Another significant difference was found on level of Mean score on 

Question 7 about deciding to study social work based on religious/spiritual beliefs 

between those reporting Weekly current attendance and Occasional attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings. Here again, the Mean score for students reporting 

most levels of current attendance at religious/spiritual meetings are below the 

neutral level of three on Question 7 of Part I indicating disagreement with the 

statement that their religious/spiritual beliefs caused them to study social work. 

Only those reporting Weekly or Daily current attendance indicate some agreement 

with this statement that their religious/spiritual beliefs have influenced their 

choice of study. It is possible that only those students in this sample who currently 

practice their religious/spiritual beliefs at least weekly felt strongly enough 

connected to those beliefs to feel they impact their life enough to also influence 

their choice of career. 

Students in this sample who responded to Religious/Spiritual question 3 (I 

currently attend religious/spiritual meetings….) that they currently attend 

religious/spiritual meetings Weekly (Mean=3.6016) have significantly higher 
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scores on Question 8 of Part I (I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent 

Spirit to be a social worker) than do those students reporting that they Never 

attend such meetings (Mean=1.9804), Occasionally (Mean=2.6930), and Monthly 

(Mean=2.7500). A Kruskal-Wallis analysis produces a Chi-square of 60.4652 

with DF of 4 and significance of .0000. Added significant differences are found in 

Mean scores on Question 8 between those students reporting that they Never 

currently attend religious/spiritual meetings and those reporting Occasionally, 

plus those reporting Never and those reporting Daily current attendance 

(Mean=3.6667). Here again, only those students in this study indicating that they 

currently attend religious/spiritual meetings Weekly or Daily reported some 

agreement with the statement in Question 8 that they feel “called” by God/Spirit 

to be a social worker, but these two groups includ 248 of the respondents or 77 

percent of the students in this study. 
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Table 12:  Relationship of demographic variable Religious/Spiritual Practice 3 (I 
currently attend religious/spiritual meetings)with Questions 1 – 8 of 
Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire       
(* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-R/S Practice 3 with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 
social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=52.8121 
 
 
 
Chi-square=14.7972 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.7880 
 
 
Chi-square=70.8760 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=8.3771 
 
 
Chi-square=77.4410 
 
 
 
Chi-square=43.3620 
 
 
 
Chi-square=60.4652 

DF 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
4 

Sig. 

 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0051* 
 
 
 
.4355 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
 
.0787 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
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Table 13 provides information on the analysis of the demographic variable 

Religious/Spiritual Affiliation with the Questions one through eight on Part I of 

the Questionnaire which address students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs. 

Significant differences are found between students in this sample who report 

different religious/spiritual affiliations and their level of response to Questions 1, 

3, 4, 6, 7, and 8. Since there are few respondents in some Religious/Spiritual 

Affiliation categories, this variable was collapsed into the three categories of 

Christian (n=257), Other (n=37) and None (n=25).  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 1 (I believe in a God/Spirit that is active in the world) produces a 

Chi-square of 54.8773 with DF of 2 and significance of .0000.  Significant 

differences are found in Mean scores of student response to Question 1 between 

those students who identify themselves as Christians (Mean=4.8054) and both 

those self- identifying as Other (Mean=4.2973) and None (Mean=3.8800). Also, 

significant differences are found between Christians and those self- identifying as 

Other with Christians agreeing more strongly with the statement that they believe 

in a God/Spirit than respondents in both other categories. Interesting here is that 

even those claiming no religious/spiritual affiliation have a Mean (3.8800) which 

is well above the neutral level of three and close to the  level of Agree. Perhaps 

growing up in a largely Christian country acculturates even those not currently 

espousing any religion/spiritual affiliation to accepting the idea of a God/Spirit 

that is active in the world today.  
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A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 3 on Part I of the Questionnaire (Each person needs to find her/his 

own religious/spiritual beliefs) yields a chi-square of 10.8746 with DF of 2 and 

significance of .0044. Significant differences are found in Mean scores on this 

Question about each person needing to find their own religious/spiritual beliefs 

between students self- identifying as having None/no religious/ spiritual affiliation 

(Mean=3.5200) with both those self- identifying as Christians (Mean=4.1556) and 

as Other (Mean=4.2973). While those students indicating no religious/spiritual 

affiliation have lower scores than the other two groups indicating a lower level of 

agreement with this statement that each person needs to find their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs, their Mean score (3.5200) also is above the neutral level 

of three. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 4 (I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) 

produces a Chi-square of 43.9400 with DF of 2 and significance of .0000. 

Significant differences in Mean scores on Question 4 are found between self-

identified Christians (Mean=2.6187) and both those self- identified as Other 

(Mean=1.3514) and None (Mean=1.6187). While respondents in all three groups 

disagree with the statement in Question 4 that their religious/spiritual beliefs are 

right for all people, Christians have the highest Mean (2.6187) and disagree least 

with this item. Possibly the large majority of Juniors and Seniors in this sample 

with their years of exposure to social work courses provide a moderating 
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influence on Mean scores by students of all religious/spiritual affiliations in this 

study to this question. 

A Kruskal-Wallis  analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 6 (I carry my religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life) 

produces a Chi-square of 15.9985 with DF of 2 and significance of .0002. 

Significant differences are found between the Mean scores of students on this 

question between self- identified Christians (Mean=3.8949) and those indicating 

Other religious/spiritual affiliation (Mean=3.1892). Here again Christians appear 

to agree more with this statement that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs 

into all areas of their life than both those indicating another belief system or none 

at all (Mean=3.3600). Interesting here is that those students in this sample who do 

not identify with any religion or spiritual beliefs have a higher Mean score on this 

item than students who report having a belief system other than Christian. 

Possibly those who do not currently identify with any religion/spirituality have 

been influenced by growing up in a largely Christian country, while those self-

identifying as Other actively believe in different, non-Christian religion or 

spirituality. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 7 of Part I (My decision to study social work is based on my 

religious/spiritual beliefs) produces a Chi-square of 23.1409 with DF of 2 and 

significance of .0000. Significant differences are found on Mean scores of 

students in this study between self- identified Christians (Mean=2.9222) and both 

those reporting Other/another religion/belief system (Mean=2.1351) and None 
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(Mean=2.0400). Here too Mean scores for all three groups are below the neutral 

level of three indicating that they disagree with the statement that their decision to 

study social work is based on their religious/spiritual beliefs, but the Mean score 

for Christians is higher and near the neutral level of three. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with Question 8 (I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 

social worker) yields similar results to Question 7 above with a Chi-square of 

35.2814 with DF of 2 and significance of .0000. Significant differences are found 

in Mean scores for this question between self- identified Christians 

(Mean=3.1984) and both those identifying with Other/another religion/belief 

system (Mean=2.1081) and None (Mean=1.9200). While those in the Other and 

None categories of Religious/Spiritual Affiliation disagree with this statement that 

they feel “called” by a God/Spirit to become social workers, Christians have a 

Mean slightly above neutral on this question and so agree somewhat that they do 

feel “called” to social work. Perhaps those students self- identifying as Christian in 

this study see social work as a way to implement their religious/spiritual beliefs.  
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Table 13: Relationship of demographic variable Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 
with Questions 1 – 8 of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality & Social 
Questionnaire (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-R/S Affiliation with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that 
is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are 
irrelevant in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my 
religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be 
a social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=54.8773 
 
 
 
Chi-square=4.9332 
 
 
 
Chi-square=10.8746 
 
 
 
Chi-square=43.9400 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=5.3896 
 
 
Chi-square=15.9985 
 
 
 
Chi-square=23.1409 
 
 
 
Chi-square=35.2814 

 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
2  

Sig. 

 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0849 
 
 
 
.0044* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
 
.0676 
 
 
.0003* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
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Table 14 provides the results of analyses of responses to Questions one 

through eight on Part I of the Questionnaire addressing students’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs with the Race/Ethnicity sub-category of Social 

Identification. Significant relationships are found on Questions 1, 3, 4, 6, 7 and 8. 

Since only three students self- identified as ‘Asian’ and one as ‘Native American’, 

these are combined with those indicating more than one ethnicity and analysis 

focuses on the four main groups of African American, Latino/Hispanic, 

White/European, and Multi-ethnic/Other.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Race/Ethnicity and Question 1 

on Part I (I believe in a God/Spirit that is active in the world) produces a Chi-

square of 17.4860 with DF of 3 and significance of .0006. Significant differences 

are found on the Mean scores to Question 1 of Part I between African Americans 

(Mean=4.8714) and White/Europeans (Mean=4.5839). It appears that in this 

sample, African American students more strongly agree with the statement that 

they believe there is a God/Spirit active in the world than do White students—and 

have a Mean score very close to the highest level of agreement (five) on this 

question.   

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for student responses to Question 3 

on Part I (Each person needs to find her/his own religious/spiritual beliefs) and 

the variable Race/Ethnicity produces a Chi-square of 10.0710 with DF of 3 and 

significance of .0180. However, no two Racial/Ethnic groups are found to be 

significantly different at the .05 level in their level of response to Question 3 of 

Part I.  
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A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Race/Ethnicity and student 

responses to Question 4 on Part I (I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right 

for all people) produces a Chi-square of 28.1963 with  DF of 3 and significance of 

.0000. African American students (Mean=3.1714) agree more with this statement 

that they believe their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people than do 

students in all other Racial/Ethnic groups in this study. Latino/Hispanics have a 

Mean of 2.0139 on Question 4 of Part I; White/Europeans a Mean of 2.2148; and 

Mixed/Other a Mean of 2.3200. It appears that African American students in this 

sample believe more strongly than all other groups that their religious/spiritual 

beliefs are right for all people. However, it must be noted that even for these 

students (n=70), their Mean score is barely above the neutral level of three for this 

question. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Race/Ethnicity and student 

responses to Question 6 on Part I (I carry my religious/spiritual beliefs into all 

areas of my life) produces a Chi-square of 31.7242 with DF of 3 and significance 

of .0000. Again, significant differences are found in student responses to Question 

6 on Part I between African Americans (Mean 4.3286) and students in all other 

Racial/Ethnic groups. Latino/Hispanics have a Mean of 3.3611 on this question 

about carrying their religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their life; 

White/Europeans a Mean of 3.5200; and Mixed/Other a Mean of 3.6980. In this 

sample, all four Racial/Ethnic groups agree to some degree with this statement 

that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life, but it 
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appears that African Americans agree more strongly with this statement than do 

students in all other Racial/Ethnic groups. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Race/Ethnicity with student 

responses to Question 7 on Part I (My decision to study social work is based on 

my religious/spiritual beliefs) produces a Chi-square of 12.7369 with DF of 3 and 

significance of .0052. Significant differences are found on student scores for 

Question 7 of Part I for African Americans (Mean 3.0857) with both 

Latino/Hispanics (Mean=2.5000) and Mixed/Other (Mean=2.2400). It appears 

that African American students in this sample feel more positive connection 

between their religious/spiritual beliefs and their decision to study social work 

than do students in these two other Racial/Ethnic groups. However, Mean scores 

on this question are close to or below the neutral level of three for this question. 

African American students in this study are the only Racial/Ethnic group to have 

a Mean slightly above this neutral level on this question indicating slight 

agreement with the statement that their decision to study social work is based on 

their religious/spiritual beliefs.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance for Race/Ethnicity with Question 8 

of Part I (I feel I have been called by God/a transcendent Spirit to be a social 

worker) reveals a Chi-square of 19.3384 with DF of 3 and significance of .0002. 

Significant difference are found between responses to Question 8 on Part I by 

African American students in this study (Mean=3.5286) and all other 

Racial/Ethnic groups. Latino/Hispanics have a Mean of 2.6667 on this question 

indicating that they disagree somewhat with the statement that they feel “called” 
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by God/Spirit to be a social worker; White/Europeans have a Mean of 2.9329; and 

Mixed/Other a Mean of 2.4400. Here again, African Americans in this sample are 

the only Racial/Ethnic group to indicate some agreement with the statement that 

they feel ‘called’ to become social workers than all other groups—students in all 

other Racial/Ethnic groups have Mean scores indicating disagreement with this 

statement. While the Mean values are close to or below the neutral level of three, 

it is interesting that Mean scores for all groups are slightly higher for this question 

than they are for the similar Question 7 (My decision to study social work is 

based on my religious/spiritual beliefs). Perhaps the large number of Christians in 

this sample identify with the word “called” and respond more positively to it than 

the wording in Question 7. 

Consistent with these finding that African American students in this 

sample score significantly higher and agree more strongly with most questions on 

Part I of the Questionnaire than all or most other Racial/Ethnic groups is the 

finding that 85.3 percent of the African Americans report that they pray/meditate 

weekly or daily while similar practice is reported by only 72.6 percent of 

Latino/Hispanic students, 73.5 percent of White/European students, and 52 

percent of Mixed/Other. As indicated above strong practice appears to correlate 

positively with stronger agreement on the questions in Part I. 
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 Table 14:  Relationship of Race/Ethnicity sub-category of the demographic 
variable Social Identity with Questions 1 – 8 of Part I of the 
Religious/ Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire (* indicates 
significant relationship) 

Variable-Race/Ethnicity with   
 
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that 
is active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my 
religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep 
my personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be 
a social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=17.4860 
 
 
 
Chi-square=7.0458 
 
 
 
Chi-square=10.0710 
 
 
 
Chi-square=28.1963 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.5455 
 
 
Chi-square=31.7242 
 
 
 
Chi-square=12.7369 
 
 
 
Chi-square=19.3384 

DF 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
3  

Sig. 

 
.0006* 
 
 
 
.0705 
 
 
 
.0180* 
 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
 
.3149 
 
 
.0000* 
 
 
 
.0052* 
 
 
 
.0002* 
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Table 15 provides the results of an analysis of student responses to 

Questions one through eight on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire which refer to students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs. 

Analyses of variance reveal significant relationships with the variable Gay/ 

Lesbian/ Bisexual and Questions one plus four. A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of 

variance for Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual with student responses to Question 1 of Part 1 

(I believe in a God/Spirit that is active in the world) reveals a Chi-square of 

12.7013 with DF of 1 and significance of .0004. Significant difference are found 

in the level of responses of the 11 self- identified Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual students 

in this study (Mean Rank=89.41) with the 313 other students (Mean 

Rank=165.07). It appears that Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual students agree less with 

this statement that they believe in a God/Spirit active in the world. This is 

consistent with the finding that only six of the 11 (54.5 percent) self- identified 

Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual students in this study report that they currently 

pray/meditate Weekly or Daily; and three indicate that they Never currently pray 

or meditate. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual student 

responses on Question 4 of Part I (I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right 

for all people) reveal a Chi-square of 7.7966 with DF of 1 and significance of 

.0052 indicating that the 11 Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual students in this study 

agree less (Mean Rank=87.64) with this statement that they believe their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people than do the other 313 students in 
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this study. Perhaps since these students report less involvement in practice of 

religious/spiritual beliefs, they are also less invested in such beliefs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 162 

Table 15: Relationship of Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual sub-category of the demographic 
variable Social Identity with Questions 1 – 8 of Part I of the Religious/Spirituality 
& Social Work Questionnaire (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-Gay/Lesbian/Bisex with  
  
1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
 
2. Ideas of a God or a 
transcendent spirit are irrelevant 
in the world today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find 
her/his own religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/spiritual 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social 
work is based on my 
religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by 
God/a transcendent Spirit to be a 
social worker.  

Test Statistic 
 
 
Chi-square=12.7013 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.1725 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.2299 
 
 
Chi-square=7.7966 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.0541 
 
 
Chi-square=1.9407 
 
 
 
Chi-square=.3998 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.7197 

DF 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
1  

Sig. 

 
.0004* 
 
 
 
.1405 
 
 
 
.6316 
 
 
.0052* 
 
 
 
 
.8161 
 
 
.1636 
 
 
 
.5272 
 
 
 
.0538 
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DATA ANALYSIS PERTAINING TO SUBQUESTION 2: HOW DO BACHELOR-LEVEL 
SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS SEE THEIR OWN RELIGIOUS/SPIRITUAL BELIEFS 
AFFECTING THEIR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE? 

Table 16 contains information on the correlation of students’ responses on 

Question 4 on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire (I 

believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) with Questions 8 

through 10 and 12 through 16 on Part II which focus on specific uses of 

religious/spiritual content with clients.  

The only significant correlations found in this study are of student 

responses to Question 4 on Part I (I believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right 

for all people) with student responses to  Questions 10 (The use of religious 

language, metaphors and concepts in social work practice is inappropriate) and to 

Question 12 (A social worker’s use of scripture or other religious texts in practice 

is appropriate) on Part II of the Questionnaire. Since Question 10 is reverse 

coded, the very weak positive relationship that was found (Spearman’s 

Rho=.1919) indicates that students who generally agree with the statement that 

they believd their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people also generally 

agree that it was appropriate to use religious language, metaphors and concepts in 

social work practice; however this correlation is very weak.  

The correlation between student responses to Question 4 on Part I (I 

believe my religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people) with Question 12 on 

Part II (A social worker’s use of scripture or other religious texts in practice is 

appropriate) while also being significant and in the positive direction is 

stronger—in the moderate range (Spearman’s Rho=.4207). This indicates that 
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students who generally agree with the statement that they believe their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people also generally agree that the use 

of scripture or other religious texts by a social worker in practice is appropriate. 
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Table 16: Correlations of student response to Question 4 on Part I with Questions 
8 through 10 and 12 through 16 on Part II of the Religion/Spirituality 
& Social Work Questionnaire (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variable-Question 4: I believe 
my religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people with   
 
 
8. Social workers should be able 
to assess the positive or 
beneficial role of religious or 
spiritual beliefs and practices in 
clients’ lives. 
 
9. Social workers should be able 
to assess the negative or harmful 
role of religious or spiritual 
beliefs and practices in clients’ 
lives. 
 
10. The use of religious 
language, metaphors and 
concepts in social work practice 
is inappropriate. 
 
12. A social worker’s use of 
scripture or other religious texts 
in practice is appropriate. 
 
13. It is against social work 
ethics to ever pray with a client. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     .0169 
 
 
 
 
 
     -.0510 
 
 
 
 
     .1919 
 
 
 
     .4207 
 
 
     .1060 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sig. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.761 
 
 
 
 
 
.360 
 
 
 
 
.001* 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
.057 
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Variable—Question 4: I believe 
my religious/spiritual beliefs are 
right for all people with 
 
 
14. The use of spiritual 
language, metaphors and 
concepts in social work language 
is inappropriate. 
 
 
15. It is sometimes appropriate 
for a social worker to share his 
or her own religious or spiritual 
beliefs with a client. 
 
 
16. Addressing a client’s 
religious or spiritual beliefs is 
necessary for holistic social 
work practice.  

Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       .0653 
 
 
 
 
 
        .0998 
 
 
 
 
 
        .0576 
 
 

Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.240 
 
 
 
 
 
.073 
 
 
 
 
 
.301 
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Table 17 contains information on the correlation of students’ responses to 

Question 5 on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire 

(When my religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, I 

would keep my personal beliefs to myself) with Questions 8 through 10 and 12 

through 16 on Part II which focus on specific uses of religious/spiritual content 

with clients. Responses to six of the eight Questions under consideration here 

from Part II (Questions 10 and 12 through 16) yield significant correlations with 

student responses to Question 5 of Part I.  

Analysis of data from students’ responses to Question 10 on Part II (The 

use of religious language, metaphors and concepts in social work in practice is 

inappropriate) with Question 5 of Part I (When my religious/spiritual beliefs are 

different than those held by clients, I would keep my personal beliefs to myself) 

produce a Spearman’s Rho of -.2085 indicating a weak negative but significant 

(.000) relationship between students’ scores on these two questions. Since 

Question 10 on Part II is reverse coded, it appears that for this sample students 

who agree with the statement that they would keep their personal beliefs to 

themselves if those religious/spiritual beliefs were different than those held by 

their clients also tend to agree that it was inappropriate to use religious/spiritual 

language, metaphors and concepts in social work practice.  

A weak negative (Spearman’s Rho=-.2474) but significant relationship 

(.000) was found for Question 5 of Part I with Question 12 of Part II (A social 

worker’s use of scripture or other religious texts in practice is appropriate). This 

indicates that for students in this sample who agree with the statement that they 
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would keep their personal religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves if those beliefs 

were different than those held by their clients also tend to disagree with the 

statement that it is appropriate to use religious texts in social work practice. 

Analysis of student responses to Question 5 of Part I and Question 13 of 

Part II (It is against social work ethics to ever pray with a client) reveal a 

significant (.001) but very weak negative relationship (Spearman’s Rho=-.1848). 

Since this variable is reverse coded, it appears that for this sample students who 

agree with the statement that they would keep their religious/spiritual beliefs to 

themselves also indicate that they disagree that it is ethical to pray with clients.  

A weak negative (Spearman’s Rho=-.2225) but significant (.000) 

relationship was found between student responses to Question 5 of Part I and 

Question 14 of Part II (The use of spiritual language, metaphors and concepts in 

social work language is inappropriate). Since this variable is also reverse coded, it 

indicates that for this sample students who agree with the statement about keeping 

their religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves also tend to disagree that use of 

spiritual language, metaphors and concepts is appropriate with clients. 

A very weak negative (Spearman’s Rho=-.1880) but significant (.001) 

relationship was found between student responses to Question 5 of Part I and 

Question 15 of Part II (It is sometimes appropriate for a social worker to share his 

or her own religious or spiritual beliefs with a client). This indicates that for this 

sample, students who agree that they would keep their religious/spiritual beliefs to 

themselves tend to also disagree that it was appropriate to share their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs with clients. 
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Another very weak negative (Spearman’s Rho=-.1220) but significant 

(.028) relationship was found between student responses on Question 5 of Part I 

and Question 16 of Part II (Addressing a client’s religious or spiritual beliefs is 

necessary for holistic social work practice). This indicates that for this sample, 

students who agree that they would keep their religious/spiritual beliefs to 

themselves if they differed from their clients tend to disagree that addressing a 

client’s religious/spiritual beliefs is necessary for holistic social work practice. 

In general, students in this sample who agree that they would keep their 

religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves if they disagree with clients’ beliefs tend 

to disagree with the use of religious/spiritual language, metaphors, content, 

prayer, texts and sharing of beliefs in social work practice with clients. 
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Table17: Correlation of student responses to Question 5 on Part I with Questions 
8 to 10 and 12 to 16 on Part II of the Questionnaire (* indicates 
significant relationship) 

Quest. 5: When my relig/spirit. 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. With   
 
8. Social workers should be able to 
assess the positive or beneficial 
role of religious or spiritual beliefs 
and practices in clients’ lives. 
 
9. Social workers should be able to 
assess the negative or harmful role 
of religious or spiritual beliefs and 
practices in clients’ lives. 
 
10. The use of religious language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work practice is inappropriate. 
 
12. A social worker’s use of 
scripture or other religious texts in 
practice is appropriate. 
 
13. It is against social work ethics 
to ever pray with a client. 
  
14. The use of spiritual language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work language is inappropriate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     -.0678 
 
 
      
 
     -.0951 
 
      
 
     -.2085 
 
      
 
     -.2474 
      
 
     -.1848 
 
      
 
     -.2225 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 

Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sig. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
.224 
 
 
 
 
.087 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
.001* 
 
 
 
.000* 
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Quest. 5: When my relig/spirit. 
beliefs are different than those 
held by clients, I would keep my 
personal beliefs to myself. With 
 
 
15. It is sometimes appropriate for 
a social worker to share his or her 
own religious or spiritual beliefs 
with a client. 
 
 
16. Addressing a client’s religious 
or spiritual beliefs is necessary for 
holistic social work practice. 

Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     -.1880 
 
 
 
 
     -.1220 
 
 
      

Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
324 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.001* 
 
 
 
 
.028 
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Table 18 contains information on the correlation of students’ responses on 

Questions 6 on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire (I 

carry my religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life) with Questions 8 

through 10 and 12 through 16 on Part II which focus on specific uses of 

religious/spiritual content with clients.  Significant relationships are detected 

between student responses to Question 6 of Part I and all Questions from Part II 

that are under consideration here (i.e. Questions 8 – 10, 12 - 16). 

A very weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.1979) and significant (.000) 

relationship is found between student responses on Question 6 of Part I (I carry 

my religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life) and Question 8 of Part II 

(Social workers should be able to assess the positive or beneficial role of religious 

or spiritual beliefs and practices in clients’ lives). This indicates that students in 

this sample who agree with the statement that they carry their religious beliefs 

into all areas of their lives also tend to agree that it is appropriate to assess the 

benefits of religious/spiritual beliefs in clients’ lives. 

Another very weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.1121) and significant 

(.044) relationship is found between student responses on Question 6 of Part I and 

Question 9 of Part II (Social workers should be able to assess the negative or 

harmful role of religious or spiritual beliefs and practices in clients’ lives). This 

indicates that students in this sample who agree that they carry their 

religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their lives also tend to agree that it is 

appropriate for social workers to assess the negative impact of religious/ spiritual 

beliefs and practices on their clients’ lives. 
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Again a very weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.1922) and significant 

(.001) relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 on Part I 

with Question 10 on Part II (The use of religious language, metaphors and 

concepts in social work practice is inappropriate). Since this Question is reverse 

coded, this indicates that the students in this sample who agree that they carry 

their religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their lives also tend to agree that 

religious language, metaphors and concepts are appropriate in social work 

practice with clients. 

A weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.3023) and significant (.000) 

relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 on Part I with 

Question 12 on Part II (A social worker’s use of scripture or other religious texts 

in practice is appropriate). This indicates that students in this ample who agree 

that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into their lives also tend to agree 

that the use of religious texts is appropriate in social work practice. 

A very weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.1308) and significant (.018) 

relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 on Part I with 

Question 13 on Part II (It is against social work ethics to ever pray with a client). 

Since this Question is reverse coded, it indicates that for this sample students who 

agree that they carry their beliefs to all areas of their lives also tend to agree that 

prayer is appropriate in social work practice. 

Another very weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.1663) and significant 

(.003) relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 from Part I 

and Question 14 of Part II (The use of spiritual language, metaphors, and concepts 
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in social work language is inappropriate). Since this variable is reverse coded, this 

indicates that the students in this sample who agree that they carry their beliefs to 

all areas of their lives also tend to agree that using spiritual language, metaphors 

and concepts is appropriate in social work practice. 

A weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.3006) and significant (.000) 

relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 from Part I and 

Question 15 from Part II (It is sometimes appropriate for a social worker to share 

his or her own religious or spiritual beliefs with a client). This indicates that 

students in this sample who agree that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs 

into all areas of their lives also tend to agree that it is sometimes appropriate to 

share their own personal religious/spiritual beliefs with a client. 

Another weak positive (Spearman’s Rho=.2021) and significant (.000) 

relationship is found between student responses to Question 6 from Part I and 

Question 16 from Part II (Addressing a client’s religious or spiritual beliefs is 

necessary for holistic social work practice). This indicates that students in this 

sample who agree that they carry their beliefs into all areas of their lives also tend 

to agree that it is necessary for holistic practice to address a client’s 

religious/spiritual beliefs. 

These correlations between Question 6 on Part I (I carry my 

religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of my life) and the specific social work 

intervention included in the questions under examination here from Part II are all 

weak or very weak, but in the positive direction. This indicates that the students 

who agree with the statement that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into 
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all areas of their life also tend to agree that it was appropriate to include these 

religious/spiritual interventions in social work practice with clients. 
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Table 18: Correlation of student responses to Question 6 on Part I with Questions 
8 to 10 and 12 to 16 on Part II of the Questionnaire (* indicates 
significant relationship) 

Variable-Question 6: I carry my 
religious/spiritual beliefs into all 
areas of my life With  
  
8. Social workers should be able to 
assess the positive or beneficial 
role of religious or spiritual beliefs 
and practices in clients’ lives. 
 
9. Social workers should be able to 
assess the negative or harmful role 
of religious or spiritual beliefs and 
practices in clients’ lives. 
 
10. The use of religious language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work practice is inappropriate. 
 
12. A social worker’s use of 
scripture or other religious texts in 
practice is appropriate. 
 
13. It is against social work ethics 
to ever pray with a client. 
  
14. The use of spiritual language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work language is inappropriate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     .1979 
 
 
 
 
     .1121 
 
 
 
     .1922 
 
 
 
     .3023 
 
 
     .1308 
 
 
 
     .1663 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sig. 

 
 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
 
 
.044* 
 
 
 
.001* 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
.018* 
 
 
 
.003* 
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Variable-Question 6: I carry my 
religious/spiritual beliefs into all 
areas of my life With  
  
 
15. It is sometimes appropriate for 
a social worker to share his or her 
own religious or spiritual beliefs 
with a client. 
 
 
16. Addressing a client’s religious 
or spiritual beliefs is necessary for 
holistic social work practice. 
  

 
Spearman’s Rho 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    .3006 
 
 
 
 
     .2021 

 
Cases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
324 
 
 
 
 
324 

 
Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.000* 
 
 
 
 
.000* 
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DATA ANALYSIS PERTAINING TO SUB -QUESTION 3: DO BACHELOR OF SOCIAL 
WORK STUDENTS SEE A PLACE FOR RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY IN SOCIAL 
WORK EDUCATION? 

Descriptive Statistics Of Students’ Responses To Questions 17 And 18 On 
Part II  

Table 19 provides descriptive statistics of the students’ responses to 

Questions 17 and 18 on Part II of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire which focus on students views on the inclusion of 

religious/spiritual content in social work education. Of the 324 students 

responding to Question 17 of Part II of the Questionnaire (Social work education 

should include content on religious and spiritual diversity), 266 (82.1 percent) 

agree or strongly agree with this statement. Only 21 (6.5 percent) disagree or 

strongly disagree that social work education should include content on religious/ 

spiritual diversity. An even larger number of students (n=284, 87.6 percent) in 

this sample responded to Question 18 of Part II (Social work education should 

include content on how to effectively deal with religious or spiritual issues in 

practice) indicating that they agree or strongly agree with this statement. Only 

seven (2.1 percent) disagree or strongly disagree that social work education 

should include content on how to effectively deal with religious/spiritual issues in 

practice. It appears evident that students in this sample overwhelmingly are 

favorable to inclusion of content on religious and spiritual diversity as well as 

content on effective interventions with religious and spiritual issues in practice in 

their social work education. Interestingly, students in this sample appear slightly 

more favorable to inclusion of material on how to effectively deal with religious 
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or spiritual issues. Perhaps since the overwhelming majority (n=309, 95.4 

percent) of students in this sample were Juniors and Seniors who are working 

more with clients and preparing for graduating, they are particularly focused on 

dealing direct practice issues. 
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Table 19: Descriptive statistics of students’ responses on Questions 17 and 18 on 
Part II of the Questionnaire  

 
Question 
 
 
 
17. Social work education 
should include content on 
religious and spiritual 
diversity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18. Social work education 
should include content on 
how to effectively deal with 
religious or spiritual issues 
in practice. 

Response 
Value 
 
 
5-Strongly 
Agree 
 
4-Agree 
 
3-Neutral 
 
2-Disagree 
 
1-Strongly 
Disagree  
 
 
 
5-Strongly 
Agree  
 
4-Agree 
 
3-Neutral 
 
2-Disagree 
 
1-Strongly 
Disagree 

Freq. 
 
 
 
 
119 
 
147 
 
  37 
 
  15 
 
 
   6 
 
 
 
 
131 
 
153 
 
  33 
 
    3 
 
 
   4 

Percent 
 
 
 
 
36.7 
 
45.4 
 
11.4 
 
  4.6 
 
 
  1.9 
 
 
 
 
40.4 
 
47.2 
 
10.2 
 
    .9 
 
 
  1.2 

Cum.  
Percent 
 
 
 
 36.7 
 
 82.1 
 
 93.5 
 
 98.1 
 
 
100.0 
 
 
 
 
 40.4 
 
 87.6 
 
 97.8 
 
 98.7 
 
 
100.0 
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Analysis Of Relationships Of Scores On Questions 17 & 18 On Part II With 
Demographics 

Table 20 provides information on the analysis of student responses to 

Question 17 on Part II (Social Work education should include content on religious 

and spiritual diversity) with student responses to the demographic variables. 

Kruskal-Wallis analyses of variance of data from Question 17 of Part II show no 

significant differences between student scores on this question with student 

responses to the demographic variables Academic Year, Age, Gender, 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 1 (I currently pray/meditate…), Religious/ 

Spiritual Practice question 2 (I attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child…), 

Regional Identity, Religious/Spiritual Affiliation, Social Identity as a 

Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual or Person with a Disability, and Type of School Attends. 

The only significant findings were for student responses to Religious/Spiritual 

Practice question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings…) and their 

responses to the Race/Ethnicity sub-category of Social Identity. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of data from Question 17 of Part II 

with Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual 

meetings…) produces a Chi-square of 12.8542 with DF of 4 and significance of 

.0120. However, no significant differences are found at the .05 level in Mean 

scores for students on Question 17 of Part II between any two groups of students 

responding at different levels of current attendance religious/spiritual at meetings.  

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of Question 17 of Part II with the 

Race/Ethnicity sub-category of Social Identity produces a Chi-square of 11.1022 

with DF of 3 and significance of .0112. Significant differences are found on 
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student responses to this question between student’s self- identifying as 

White/European (Mean=4.2550) and those self- identifying as Latino/Hispanic 

(Mean=3.8611). Those who consider themselves to be White/European in this 

sample appear to agree more with the statement that content on religious/spiritual 

diversity should be included in social work education than do Latino/Hispanics. 

Perhaps the White/European students in this sample have experienced less such 

diversity than the students in the other Racial/Ethnic groups in this sample. 
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Table 20: Relationship of responses to Question 17 on Part II of the 
Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire with the 
demographic variables. 

Variables 
 
Question 17: Social work 
education should include 
content on religious and 
spiritual diversity  
 
With:  Academic Year 
 
           Age 
 
           Gender 
 
           R/S Practice 1: I  
               currently pray/ 
               meditate…. 
 
           R/S Practice 2: I 
               attended religious/  
               spiritual meetings 
               as a child…. 
 
           R/S Practice 3: I 
              currently attend 
              religious/spiritual  
              meetings…. 
 
           Regional Identity 
 
           Relig/Spiritual 
              Affilia 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Test Statistic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=1.2171 
 
Chi-square=28.7264 
 
Chi-square=.9802 
 
 
 
Chi-square=3.4656 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.1923 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=12.8542 
 
Chi-square=4.9889 
 
 
Chi-square=4.4629 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
35 
 
1 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
2 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.2699 
 
.7639 
 
.3222 
 
 
 
.4831 
 
 
 
 
.7004 
 
 
 
 
.0120* 
 
.0825 
 
 
.1074 
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Variables 
 
Question 17: Social work 
education should include 
content on religious and 
spiritual diversity  
 
With:  Social Identity 
               Race/Ethnicity 
               Gay/Lesbian/Bisex 
               Person with 
                    Disabil 
 
              Type of School 
                   Attend 
 
 

Test Statistic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=11.1022 
Chi-square=.0530 
 
Chi-square=.3486 
 
 
Chi-square=.4619 
 
 

DF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
1 
 
1 
 
 
1 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.0112* 
.8180 
 
.5549 
 
 
.4967 
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Table 21 provides information on the analysis of student responses to 

Question 18 on Part II (Social work education should include content on how to 

effectively deal with religious or spiritual issues in practice) and the demographic 

variables. No significant differences between groups are found for student 

responses to Question 18 of Part II with student responses to the demographic 

variables of Academic Year, Age, Gender, Religious/Spiritual Practice questions 

1 or 2, plus Religious/Spiritual Affiliation, all Social Identity variables, and Type 

of School Attends. The only significant relationships found are between student 

responses to Question 18 on Part II and Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3 

plus Regional Identity. 

A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance of student responses to the variable 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3 (I currently attend religious/spiritual 

meetings daily, weekly, monthly, occasionally, never) with their responses to 

Question 18 on Part II produces a Chi-square of 10.3192 with DF of 4 and 

significance of .0354. Students who responded that they Never currently attend 

religious/spiritual meetings (n=51) have the lowest Mean Rank of 143.90. 

Students reporting all other levels of current attendance at religious/spiritual 

meetings have higher Mean Ranks than those reporting Never, and those reporting 

that they Daily currently attend such meetings (n=6) have the highest Mean Rank 

of 234.33. Perhaps those who currently attend religious/spiritual meetings at any 

level are more open to inclusion of  religious and spiritual content in their lives 

than are students who never attend such meetings.  
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A Kruskal-Wallis analysis of student responses to the variable Regional 

Identity produces a Chi-square of 8.2303 with DF of 2 and significance of .0163 

indicating significant differences between those self- identifying as Texans 

(Mean=4.3821) and those not identifying with any region (Mean=4.1214). It 

appears from this sample that self- identified Texans feel more positive about the 

inclusion of content on how to effectively deal with religious/ spiritual issues in 

practice than do students who do not identify with any particular region. Perhaps 

since Texas has been referred to as the Buckle of the Bible Belt, more students 

from Texas reflect these strong predominantly Christian religious/spiritual beliefs 

than do students from areas other than Texas. 
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Table 21: Relationship of responses to Question 18 on Part II of the 
Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire with the 
demographic variables (* indicates significant relationship) 

Variables 
 
Question 18: Social work 
education should include 
content on how to effectively 
deal with religious and 
spiritual issues in practice.  
 
With:  Academic Year 
 
           Age 
 
           Gender 
 
           R/S Practice 1: I  
               currently pray/ 
               meditate…. 
 
           R/S Practice 2: I 
               attended religious/  
               spiritual meetings 
               as a child…. 
 
           R/S Practice 3: I 
              currently attend 
              religious/spiritual  
              meetings…. 
 
           Regional Identity 
 
           Relig/Spiritual Affilia 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Test Statistic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.2915 
 
Chi-square=27.2045 
 
Chi-square=.7227 
 
 
 
Chi-square=5.4095 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=2.9983 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=10.3192 
 
Chi-square=8.2303 
 
Chi-square=2.6662 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
 
35 
 
1 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
 
4 
 
2 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.1301 
 
.8239 
 
.3952 
 
 
 
.2478 
 
 
 
 
.5581 
 
 
 
 
.0354* 
 
.0163* 
 
.2637 
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Variables 
 
Question 18: Social work 
education should include 
content on how to effectively 
deal with religious and 
spiritual issues in practice.  
 
With: 
         Social Identity 
              Race/Ethnicity 
              Gay/Lesbian/Bisex 
              Person with Disabil 
 
           Type of School 
               Attend 

Test Statistic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chi-square=5.5821 
Chi-square=.4629 
Chi-square=.0893 
 
 
Chi-square=.0033 
 

DF 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
1 
1 
 
 
1 

Sig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.1338 
.4963 
.7651 
 
 
.9540 
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SUMMARY  

The subjects for this study were 324 bachelor of social work students at 

seven CSWE accredited schools of social work in Texas (four state and three 

private/sectarian universities) specifically selected to maximize religious/spiritual 

and racial/ethnic diversity of those surveyed. Students range in age from 19 to 62 

years with a Mean of 26.82 years; 95.4 percent are Juniors or Seniors; 88.4 

percent are female and 11.6 percent are male; 71.3 percent attend state 

universities and 28.7 percent attend private/sectarian universities; 38 percent self-

identify as from Texas with 8.6 percent indicating different areas (two students 

with different countries) and 53.4 percent not identifying with any region; 22.2 

percent self- identify as African American/Black, .9 percent as Asian, 47.2 percent 

as White/European, and 6.6 percent as a mixture of these; 3.4 percent self- identify 

as Gay,/Lesbian/Bisexual and 1.5 percent as Disabled. Slightly more than eighty 

percent self- identify as Christian, 7.2 percent Unaffiliated, and 3.8 percent None; 

76.6 percent report that they currently pray/meditate daily or weekly; 74.4 percent 

that they attend daily or weekly religious/spiritual meetings as a child; 48.9 

percent that they currently attend religious/spiritual meetings occasionally, 

weekly, or daily.  

Section two addresses the research question, What are the perceptions of 

bachelor- level social work students on the role of religion/spirituality to social 

work? The RRSP Scale score was used as a summary measure. Possible scores for 

this Scale range from 18 to 90. Respondents in this study score from 30 to 86 with 
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a mean of 66.38 (SD=9.07), thus students in this sample have a Mean score on the 

RRSP scale in the highest third of its range.  

An analysis of each question on the RRSP Scale which was Part II of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire reveals that 85.5 percent agree 

or strongly agree that spirituality is a fundamental aspect of being human; 42.6 

percent agree or strongly agree that social workers should know more about 

spiritual matters; 95.6 percent agree or strongly agree that social workers should 

know more about different religions; 78.1 percent agree or strongly agree that 

religious concerns are within the scope of social work practice; 81.5 percent agree 

or strongly agree that spiritual concerns are pertinent to practice; 45.7 percent 

agree or strongly agree that a spiritual component in practice can help to empower 

clients; 81.8 percent agree or strongly agree that knowledge of a client’s religious 

or spiritual belief system is important to effective social work practice; 76.8 

percent agree or strongly agree that social workers should be able to assess the 

positive/beneficial role of religious/spiritual beliefs and practices in clients’ lives; 

65.1 percent agree or strongly agree on assessing the negative/harmful role of 

these beliefs and practices in clients’ lives; 66.9 percent agree or strongly agree 

that the religious backgrounds of clients influence the course and outcome of 

social work practice; and 58.3 percent agree or strongly agree that addressing a 

client’s religious/spiritual beliefs is important for holistic social work practice.  

Focusing more directly on interventions, 34.0 percent agree or strongly 

agree that it is appropriate to use religious language, metaphors and concepts in 

social work practice while only 28.1 percent disagree or strongly disagree that it is 
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appropriate to use such content; 38.3 percent agree or strongly agree that it is 

appropriate to use spiritual language, metaphors and concepts in social work 

practice while only 25.9 percent disagree or strongly disagree that it was 

appropriate; 50.0 percent agree or strongly agree that it was not appropriate for 

social workers to use scripture or other religious texts in practice, but 17.3 percent 

agree or strongly agree that it was appropriate; 44.8 percent disagree or strongly 

disagree with the statement that it is against social work ethics to pray with a 

client, but only 17.9 percent agree or strongly agree that it is not ethical to pray 

with a client; 54 percent agree or strongly agree that it is sometimes appropriate to 

share personal religious/spiritual beliefs with a client, and only 22.8 percent 

disagree or strongly disagree with sharing such personal beliefs with clients in 

social work practice.  

These relatively positive views of the appropriateness of inclusion of 

religious/spiritual content in social work as seen in student responses to the RRSP 

Scale on Part II of the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire appear 

to have been significantly affected by only four of the demographic variables. 

Freshmen and Sophomores in this study have a higher Mean RRSP Score and 

therefore appear to agree more strongly with the items on this section than do 

Juniors and Seniors; self- identified Texans have a significantly higher Mean 

RRSP Score than those who did not report a regional identity; and self- identified 

White/Europeans have a significantly higher Mean RRSP Score than  

Latino/Hispanics. Analysis of student responses to the first and third Religious/ 

Spiritual Practice questions about current religious/spiritual practice (prayer and 
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attend meetings) also produce significant differences between groups on RRSP 

Scale Score. Those indicating daily or weekly religious/spiritual practice have 

significantly higher RRSP Scale scores than other groups with less frequent or no 

current practice.  

Section three of this chapter addresses the first sub-question, What are the 

religious/spiritual beliefs of bachelor- level social work students? Responses by 

students to the eight questions on Part I of the Religion/Spirituality & Social 

Work Questionnaire are analyzed to address this sub-question.  

Respondents indicate strongly positive personal religious/spiritual beliefs 

on questions one through three of Part I. Slightly more than ninety-four percent of 

the students in this sample agree or strongly agree that they believe in a 

God/Spirit that is active in the world; 84.9 percent disagree or strongly disagree 

with the statement that ideas of God or Spirit are irrelevant in the world today; 

75.4 percent agreed or strongly agree that each person needs to find her/his own 

religious/spiritual beliefs, but 9.3 percent disagree or strongly disagree with this 

statement. 

Questions four, five and six on Part I of the Questionnaire address 

students’ feelings about how their beliefs impact their relationships with others. 

Sixty-two percent disagree or strongly disagree with the statement that they 

believe their own religious/spiritua l beliefs are right for all people, but 21.6 

percent agree or strongly agree; 78.4 percent agree or strongly agree that when 

their own religious/spiritual beliefs are different than those held by clients, they 

would keep their personal beliefs to themselves, but 8.4 percent disagree or 
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strongly disagree; 62.7 percent agree or strongly agree that they carry their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their own life. 

Questions seven and eight focus on how respondents’ personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs impacted their decision to enter the profession of social 

work. Nearly 32 percent of students in this study agree or strongly agree that their 

decision to study social work is based on their religious/spiritual beliefs; and 38.2 

percent agree or strongly agree that they felt they have been called by God/Spirit 

to be a social worker.   

An analysis of the effect of demographic variables on student responses to 

questions one through eight of Part I indicate that Freshmen and Sophomores 

agree more strongly than Juniors and Seniors in this sample that their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people, but disagree more strongly that 

they would keep their personal religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves if those 

beliefs were different than their  clients. Another significant finding was that 

students in the sample who score higher on the three Religious/Spiritual Practice 

questions generally have higher Mean scores on most questions on Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire than do those with lower 

scores on the Religious/Spiritual Practice questions. For the variable 

Religious/Spiritual Affiliation, those students self- identifying as Christian have 

generally higher Mean scores on most questions on Part I of the Questionnaire 

than those self- identifying as another affiliation or none. The Race/Ethnicity sub-

category of Social Identity yields significantly higher Mean scores on many of the 

questions on Part I for subjects who self- identify as African American/Black over 
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those self- identifying as the other groups in this category. Those students in the 

sample who self- identify as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual have Mean scores significantly 

lower than other groups on the questions about belief in a God/spirit active in the 

world and belief that their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people. No 

significant differences are found between groups in responses by students in this 

sample to the questions in Part I of the Questionnaire on the remaining 

demographic variables (i.e. Gender, Person with Disability, Regional Identity and 

Type of School Attends). 

Section four of this chapter addresses the second sub-question, How do 

bachelor- level social work students see their own religious/spiritual beliefs 

affecting their social work practice? Students in the sample who agree with the 

statement that they believe their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people 

also tend to agree that the use of religious language, metaphors and concepts is 

appropriate in social work as is the use of religious texts. Students in this sample 

who agree with the statement that they would keep their personal beliefs to 

themselves if they were different from those of their clients also tend to report that 

they feel use of religious/spiritual language, metaphors, concepts, religious texts, 

prayer with clients, share personal beliefs is inappropriate in social work practice. 

Students in the sample who agree with the statement that they carry their 

religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their life also tend to agree that it is 

appropriate to include in social work practice religious/spiritual language, 

metaphors, concepts, religious texts, prayer with clients, sharing personal beliefs 

and assessing both the positive and negative effects of the clients’ 
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religious/spiritual beliefs on their lives. All significant correlations between 

student responses to these questions on Part I and II of the Questionnaire are weak 

or very weak, but they are statistically significant.  

Section five of this chapter addresses the third sub-question, Do bachelor 

of social work students see a place for religion and spirituality in social work 

education? Descriptive statistics of the student responses to Questions 17 and 18 

of Part II reveal that 82.1 percent agree or strongly agree that social work 

education should include content on religious and spiritual diversity; only 6.6 

percent disagree or strongly disagree. An even larger number, 87.6 percent, agree 

or strongly agree that social work education should include content on how to 

effectively deal with religious or spiritual issues in practice; only 2.1 percent 

disagree or strongly disagree.  

The only demographic variables that produce significant differences 

between groups on the question about content on religious/spiritual diversity are 

the question about current religious/spiritual practice and Race/Ethnicity. No two 

groups are found to be significantly different on current religious/spiritual 

practice, but responses of students in this sample who self- identify as 

White/European have a higher Mean score on the question about inclusion of 

content on religious/spiritual diversity than do students self- identifying as 

Latino/Hispanic. For the question on inclusion of content on effectively dealing 

with religious/spiritual issues in practice, the only two demographic variables 

showing significant differences between groups are Regional Identity and 

Religious/Spiritual Practice question 3. Self- identified Texans have a higher Mean 
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score on this question than do the students who  identified with other areas or none 

at all. Students with the highest level of daily current attendance at 

religious/spiritual meetings have the highest Mean rank of scores on this question, 

and those reporting never currently attending such meetings have the lowest.  

In brief, students in this sample express relatively positive views of the 

appropriateness of inclusion of religious/spiritual content in social work.  They 

are somewhat less strong in their views of using specific interventions concerning 

religion and spirituality with clients, but perhaps this results from them not yet 

having extensive experience working with clients. Many students in this sample 

indicate strong positive personal religious/spiritual beliefs that are supported by 

reported current daily or weekly practice with prayer/meditation and attending 

religious/spiritual meetings. Students who feel that their beliefs are right for all 

people tend to also support interventions with clients that include religious/ 

spiritual content as do students who report carrying their religious/spiritual beliefs 

to all areas of their life. However, students who report that they would keep their 

beliefs to themselves if they differed from their clients’ are less likely to favor use 

of such religious/spiritual inclusive interventions. The consistently strong positive 

response by students in this sample supports inclusion of both content on 

religious/spiritual diversity and interventions to deal with religious/spiritual issues 

in working with clients. 

The next chapter presents a discussion of these results with implications 

for social work education, practice and future research.
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Chapter 5—Discussion & Conclusions 

The roots of social work in the U.S. were closely intertwined with the 

religious/ spiritual motivations and institutions in America at that time. In 

response to the growing reliance on science as a primary way of ‘knowing’ over 

the past century, social workers too have shifted their focus and theoretical bases 

of working with clients. During the past decade, there appears to be heightened 

public and professional interest in religion/ spirituality (Conrad & Joseph, 2001). 

The recent traumatic events of the September 11th terrorist attacks in the U.S., the 

ongoing threat of allegedly religious-based terrorism, and the very visible current 

struggle of the Catholic Church with accusations of not adequately dealing with 

charges of sexual abuse by some of its priests has further brought 

religious/spiritual issues to the forefront of today’s world news. Since social 

workers frequently work with clients during time of trauma, today’s social 

workers need to be prepared to work with clients of many faiths at such times. In 

discussing the strengths approach to practice, Saleebey (1997) states that “almost 

anything can be considered a strength under certain conditions” and lists 

spirituality as one possible source of strength for social workers to use in their 

work with clients (pp.51-52). 

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings of this study that were 

provided in the previous chapter as well as the implications of these findings for 

social work practice, education and future research. Addressed here are the 

limitations of this study plus the findings related to characteristics of the sample; 
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those related to the research question (What are the perceptions of bachelor- level 

social work students on the role of religion/spirituality in social work); plus those 

related to the three sub-questions (What are the religious/spiritual beliefs of 

bachelor- level social work students, How do bachelor level social work students 

see their own religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their social work practice, and 

Do bachelor-level social work students see a place for spirituality and religion in 

social work education?) 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The primary limitations of this study relates to the method of sampling and 

the small number of student in some subgroups studied here. The purposive 

method of selection of subjects for this sample to maximize both 

religious/spiritual diversity and racial/ethnic diversity results in a major limitation 

to the generalizability of these results. Also, only surveying BSW students in 

accredited schools of social work in the state of Texas for this study must be 

noted in the interpretation and generalization of these results. Further research is 

needed in different geographical areas to provide data on BSW students from 

other parts of the country. Sheridan and Von Hemert’s study (1999) of 208 MSW 

students from a school of social work in the Midwest and one in a Mid-Atlantic 

state also indicated a positive view of the role of religion and spirituality in 

practice and a general dissatisfaction with the amount of exposure they had in 

these areas in their graduate studies of social work. However, further study of 

both BSW and MSW students in other areas of the country are needed to further 

inform this issue. 
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The Freshmen/Sophomore subgroup of the variables Academic Year plus 

the Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual and Person with Disability subgroups of the variable 

Social Identity in this study contained relatively few students. While statistically 

significant differences were found in student responses on the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire for subjects in these 

subgroups, caution is needed in assuming that these results are indicative of 

students in these subgroups in general.  

In an attempt to maximize the number of social work majors included in 

the survey process, social work courses were selected that are required for the 

major. These courses appear to have predominantly Juniors and Seniors. Only 15 

students in this study indicated that they were Freshmen or Sophomores while 309 

indicated Junior or Senior. Only 11 (3.4 percent) students in this study self-

identified as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual while 313 (96.6 percent) did not so identify. 

Five (1.5 percent) self- identified as a Person with a Disability while 319 (98.5 

percent) did not. These are relatively small numbers of students, and no statistics 

were found in the literature to indicate whether these numbers reflect similar 

patterns in BSW students in general in this country. Further research is needed 

with samples that include larger numbers of students in these subgroups. 

A further complication in interpreting some of the results of this study is 

the use of both religion and spirituality in some of the questions on the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionna ire. While religion and spirituality 

are two separate constructs and were defined as such on the Questionnaire, they 

have been considered in this study to be closely related. The term 
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‘religion/spirituality’ here is seen as referring to a category of beliefs and 

practices that relate to a person’s search for purpose and meaning in life. These 

beliefs may be expressed within formal institutions such as churches, synagogues, 

temples, etc or may be very personal and not practiced in an institutionalized 

form. Of interest in this study is the documentation of BSW student personal 

religious and spiritual beliefs as well as their interest in inclusion of spiritual 

aspects of life that may or may not be channeled through such institutions in 

social work education and practice. CSWE Educational Policy and Accreditation 

Standards (2001) include guidelines on inclusion of content on both religious 

diversity and spiritual development. Slight differences in strength of agreement 

were observed on questions related solely to religion and those related to 

spirituality. In general student responses indicate stronger agreement with 

questions pertaining to the importance of religion in social work over those 

questions pertaining to the importance of spirituality. Perhaps the high percentage 

of students in this sample who self- identify as Christians (80.6 percent) are more 

familiar with the impact of religion on their lives than with spirituality. Added 

research is needed to further clarify this issue, particularly since the current 

CSWE guidelines highlight the importance of knowledge of spiritual development 

for social work students. 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE SAMPLE 

While the purposive method of selection of subjects for this sample to 

maximize both religious/spiritual diversity and racial/ethnic diversity results in a 

major limitation to the generalizability of these results, the 324 students in this 
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study represent more than 50 percent of the total number of BSW students 

reported to be enrolled in these seven schools in the 1999 CSWE statistics 

(Lennon, 2001), and 17.3 percent of all BSW students reported to be enrolled in 

all schools of social work in Texas for that year (Lennon, 2001). Also, in some 

aspects this sample mirrors the national profile of BSW students published in the 

CSWE statistics for 1999 (Lennon, 2001) and Gallup’s (1999) findings about 

American students’ religious beliefs, affiliation, and exposure as children.  

Lennon ‘s CSWE national statistics (2001) produce similar percentages of 

Females (85.3 percent) and Males (12.8 percent) as were reported in this sample 

(88.4 percent Female and 11.6 percent Male). Also, Lennon’s national statistics 

on BSW students found some racial/ethnic similarities with those found in this 

sample. Nationally for the year 1999, he reports 19.2 percent were African 

American, 1.4 percent Asian American, at least 7.8 percent Chicano/Mexican 

American/Puerto Rican (some Hispanics identified as Other), 1.3 percent Native 

American, and 63.8 percent White.  This study which focuses on maximizing 

diversity of race/ethnicity in the sample included 22.2 percent African American, 

.9 percent Asian American, 22.8 percent Latino/Hispanic, .003 percent Native 

American, and 47.2 percent White. In a border state such as Texas it might be 

expected that there would be a higher percentage of Latinos/Hispanics than in 

America as a whole. Interestingly, Lennon’s statistics indicate a higher percentage 

of Whites nationally (63.8 percent) than was found the sample in this study (47.2 

percent); and in this study White students appear more open to inclusion of 

religious/spiritual content in social work than other racial/ethnic groups. Further 
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research is needed to find if White BSW students in other geographical areas of 

the country also are more open to inclusion of such content than those students 

from other racial/ethnic groups. If so, it would appear that addressing these 

religious/spiritual issues in social work courses in areas of the country other than 

Texas would also be important. 

Interestingly, Gallup (1999) reports that nationally 88 percent of 

Americans self- identify as Christian with six percent as None and an even higher 

91 percent in the South as Christian and four percent None. In this sample of 

students in the Bible Belt state of Texas, a smaller 80.6 percent self- identified as 

Christian with 7.2 percent Undecided/Unaffiliated and 3.8 percent None. Perhaps 

some of these students are reassessing the beliefs they have grown up with as 

Fowler (1995) indicates in his Stage 3 of Synthetic-Conventional faith. In this 

Stage, young adults are immersed in a world that includes more than family and 

“faith must synthesize values and information…(to) provide a basis for identity 

and outlook”(p.172). 

In reference to religious/spiritual practice, Gallup (1999) reports that 74 

percent of all Americans have been taught religion; and a comparable 74.6 

percent of this sample of students reported that they have attended 

religious/spiritual meetings either daily or weekly as a child. While Gallup (1999) 

reports that 40 percent of adult Americans attend church or synagogue weekly—

with 48 percent reported in the South, 48.9 percent of students in this sample (38 

percent of whom identified with Texas) report that they currently attend religious/ 

spiritual meetings weekly or daily.  
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One major exception, however, is that this sample of students does not 

reflect the religious/spiritual diversity currently in the U.S. as documented by Eck 

(2001).  Only one student in this study self- identifies religion as Islam, but also 

indicates None and Unaffiliated; two self- identify as Buddhist (.6 percent); four as 

Jewish (1.3 percent); and two as Spiritist (.6 percent). None of these students 

clearly identifies as Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jains or other of the religious/spiritual 

affiliations cited by Eck (2001) in her study as being followed by many of those 

who immigrated here since the 1960s. Certainly a question for further study is 

whether there is more religious/spiritual diversity among BSW students 

throughout other areas of the country than was found in this study. Eck (2001) 

reports that religious/spiritual diversity is not limited to the traditional ports-of-

entry as in the past, but is spread throughout the country. 

The implication for social work research here is to replicate this study in 

other areas of the U.S. to discover whether religious/spiritual diversity is similarly 

limited amongst students in CSWE certified social work programs in other areas 

of the country. For social work programs with little religious/spiritual diversity in 

their student body, the challenge is clearly how to prepare their students to work 

ethically and effectively with clients who may have very different religious/ 

spiritual experiences and beliefs than their own.  

One clear implication for the profession of social work today is to re-

examine the meaning of the term diversity. While no national statistics on 

religion/spiritual affiliation for social work students were found, CSWE statistics 

for 1999 (Lennon, 2001) about race/ethnicity indicate 1.4 percent of all Juniors 
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and Seniors enrolled in BSW programs in the U.S. for that year were Asian 

American—the source of much of the religious/spiritual diversity documented by 

Eck (2001)--and 3.1 percent as Other. However, this may not be an indicator of 

religious/spiritual diversity, since the three students in this sample who self-

identify as Asian/Asian American also self- identify as Christians. In their 

National Association of Social Workers survey on religion and spirituality in 

social work, Canda and Furman (1999) report that 72.3 percent of the NASW 

members who responded to their national survey self- identified as Christian. Only 

.1 percent of those social workers report they were Muslim; 1.4 percent Hindu; .4 

percent Confucianism; and 7.3 percent Buddhist—some of the new and growing 

minorities reported on by Eck (2001). Will social workers as a group grow to 

more closely resemble the people with whom they work in religion/spirituality, or 

will they continue to be so predominantly Christian? 

In today’s post-September 11th world where terrorists are frequently 

identified publicly in the media as followers of Islam and violent retaliation 

associated with Jews in Israel, perhaps there is another implication for social work 

educators in particular to model effective ways of dealing with such religious and 

spiritual differences in the classroom. In the course of this research, students and 

faculty have come forth spontaneously with stories of witnessing 

religious/spiritual intolerance in their classes and on their campuses—whether it 

be students with strong fundamental Christian beliefs on state campuses or vocal 

atheists on sectarian campuses. The challenge before social work educators here 

appears to be how to promote an atmosphere of tolerance for all religious/spiritual 
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beliefs amongst students in the classroom while maintaining clear guidelines for 

appropriate ethical social work practice with clients. [Cheryl Hyde, Ph.D., 

seminar at the 2002 Annual Planning Meeting of CSWE.]  

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

The research question for this study, What are the perceptions of bachelor-

level social work students on the role of religion/spirituality in social work, is 

addressed by students responses to the questions on Part II of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire. An analysis of RRSP Scores 

from these questions on Part II of Questionnaire indicates that students have 

relatively strong beliefs about use of religion/spiritual content in social work 

practice. The Mean score (66.38) for students in this sample is in the upper one-

third of the range of possible scores on this Scale which is from 18 to 90. Those 

students who self- identify as being from Texas had a significantly higher Mean 

score than did those not identifying with any region; Whites have a significantly 

higher Mean score than do Hispanics; and those indicating daily or weekly 

practice of prayer/meditation or weekly attendance at religious/spiritual meetings 

have significantly higher Mean scores on the RRSP Scale than do those students 

indicating occasionally or never.  

Logically, it could be anticipated that those students who practice their 

religious/ spiritual beliefs more frequently would be more committed to them and 

plan to include them in their work as well as their personal lives. Also, Gallup 

(1999) reports finding stronger religious beliefs and practices for Southerners than 

other Americans which might account for those identifying with Texas scoring 
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higher on the RRSP Scale, but it is not clear why Whites score higher than 

Hispanics. Further research is needed to clarify whether BSW students in other 

areas of the country—both north and south—have similar strong beliefs; and 

whether White social work students in these other areas also score higher on the  

RRSP Scale (indicating stronger agreement with use of religious/spiritual related 

interventions with clients) than other groups such as Hispanics.  

Analysis of the items on this Scale which address the general views of the 

applicability of religious/spiritual content in social work practice reveal that more 

than three quarters of the students in this sample agree or strongly agree that 

spirituality is fundamental to being human; that both religious and spiritual 

concerns are pertinent to social work practice; that social workers should know 

more about different religions; that knowledge of client’s religious/spiritual 

beliefs are important to effective practice; and that social workers should be able 

to assess the positive/beneficial role of a client’s religious/spiritual beliefs in their 

life. More than half of the students in this sample agree or strongly agree that 

social workers should be able to assess the negative role of such beliefs in a 

client’s life (E.g., religious abuse); that a client’s religious background can 

influence the course and outcome of social work practice; and that it is important 

to address a client’s religious/spiritual beliefs for holistic practice. A slightly 

lower percentage of students in this sample (42.6 to 45.7 percent) agree or 

strongly agree that purely spiritual knowledge/content was important in practice 

with clients. As mentioned earlier, it is possible that more students in this sample 
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(80.6 percent identified themselves as Christian) were familiar with the impact of 

religious beliefs on people’s lives rather than purely spiritual beliefs. 

Questions from this Scale that focus on specific interventions that involve 

religious/spiritual content with clients did not receive as strongly positive 

responses from students in this sample as their responses to the more general 

questions cited above. Approximately one half of these students agree or strongly 

agree that it is ethical to pray with a client and also appropriate to share their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs with a client.  About one third agree or strongly agree 

that it is appropriate to use religious/spiritual language, metaphors and content 

with a client. About one sixth agree or strongly agree that it is appropriate to use 

Scripture in practice with a client. Perhaps this lower level of positive response to 

these specific interventions may partially be due to these bachelor- level students 

having limited opportunity to use such specific skills in actual practice with 

clients.  

An implication for social work research is to repeat this study with other 

groups of students in different geographical areas of the country and different 

racial/ethnic groups since students who self- identify as being from Texas had a 

significantly higher Mean score than did those not identifying with any region and 

White students have a significantly higher Mean score than Hispanics.  

An implication for social work educators is to be aware of these possibly 

strong views of their bachelor- level students about the inclusion of 

religious/spiritual content in their social work practice. Promoting a safe 

classroom environment for open discussion of such beliefs by students as 
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advocated by Canda and Furman (1999), allows for such beliefs to be addressed 

in the context of ethical standards for social work practice. Current CSWE 

accreditation standards (EPAS) already mandate the inclusion of content on 

religion and content on spiritual development to promote non-discriminatory 

social work practice, and 95.6 percent of students in this study agree or strongly 

agree that it is important for social workers to know about different religious 

faiths and traditions. The challenge now is for social work educators to implement 

the integration of such religious and spiritual content into their curriculum. 

Fortunately, more social work literature focusing on religious/spiritual issues and 

content is currently being published to help meet this need. [See Canda, E., 

Nakashima, M., Burgess, V. & Russel, R. (1999). Spiritual diversity and social 

work: A comprehensive bibliography with annotations.] 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE FIRST SUB-QUESTION  

Responses by students in this sample to the eight questions in Part I of the 

Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire address the first sub-question, 

What are the religious/spiritual beliefs of bachelor-level social work students? 

Students in this sample indicate strongly positive personal religious/spiritual 

beliefs. Nearly nine of ten  students agree or strongly agree that they believe in a 

God/Spirit, and that ideas of a God/Spirit are relevant today. With students in this 

sample reporting such strong personal beliefs, it is interesting to note that nearly 

three-fourths of the students in this sample agree or strongly agree that each 

person needs to find her/his own religious/spiritual beliefs and that when their 

personal beliefs were different than their client’s, they would keep them to 
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themselves. A substantial six in ten students in this sample disagree or strongly 

disagree that their own beliefs are right for all, but the same proportion agree or 

strongly agree that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs to all areas of their 

lives. Nearly one-third of students agree or strongly agree that their decision to 

study social work is based on their religious/spiritual beliefs and that they feel 

“called” by God/Spirit to be a social worker. Perhaps these results reflect the 

reassessment by students of their religious and spiritual beliefs that Fowler (1995) 

views as part of his Stage 3 of faith that is typical of young adults. 

The variable Academic Year appears to have a moderating effect for these 

students who report strong religious/spiritual beliefs in their responses to the 

items about their beliefs being right for all and keeping their beliefs to themselves 

if different than those of the client. Juniors and Seniors in this sample agree more 

strongly with these items than did Freshmen and Sophomores. At the same time, 

no significant relationship is found between Age and scores on these items. It 

appears that for the students in this sample, longer exposure to social work 

content and values in their courses promote socialization to the profession with a 

greater awareness of the ethics of practice. However, caution is needed here since 

there were only fifteen Freshmen and Sophomores in this sample. 

As might be expected, analysis of the responses by the students in this 

sample to the three Religion/Spirituality Practice questions reveal many 

significant differences between groups reporting various levels of current and past 

religious/spiritual practice with most of the questions about personal beliefs on 

Part I of the Questionnaire. In general, students reporting higher levels of practice 
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(prayer/meditation and attendance at religious/spiritual meetings) agree more 

strongly with these questions on personal religious/spiritual beliefs than did 

students reporting lower or no current practice. It would seem logical that students 

who practice their religious/spiritual beliefs more frequently would have a 

stronger commitment to those beliefs than those who did not practice them as 

often or at all.  

While this pattern of higher scores on religious/ spiritual practice with 

higher scores on personal beliefs was pervasive, it is interesting to note that only 

students in his sample who report praying/meditating daily had slightly positive 

Mean scores on the questions about feeling their beliefs are right for all and that 

they chose social work as a profession due to their religious/spiritual beliefs or 

feel “called” to social work. However, this group includes 56 percent of all the 

students in the sample. Perhaps the moderated response to these items is also a 

result of socialization to the profession during years of studying social work since 

most in this sample are Juniors and Seniors.  

Similar results are found for the variable Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 

with questions on students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs. In this sample, 

students who self- identified as Christian (80.6 percent of this sample) generally 

agree more strongly with statements of personal beliefs than those who indicated 

Other or None. Here too, responses to questions concerning students’ feelings that 

their beliefs are right for all and that they are “called” or drawn by their 

religious/spiritual beliefs to be social workers are generally near or below the 

neutral level of three. It is interesting to note, however, that even those who note 
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no religious/spiritual affiliation have a Mean score above the neutral level on most 

questions on this part of the Questionnaire. This finding may possibly reflect the 

effects of acculturation on these students who have lived in a predominantly 

Christian country all their lives--particularly those who have grown up in the 

Bible Belt state of Texas. As Gallup (1999) indicates in this statistics 

documenting widespread Christian practice in America, this nation can be seen as 

a traditionally Christian country. While a cornerstone of American government 

since its founding has been the separation of Church and State, U.S. currency 

includes the phrase “in God we trust”; the Pledge of Allegiance recited daily by 

many American school children for over forty years includes the words “under 

God”; and the U.S. legal/judicial system includes individuals being sworn on a 

Christian Bible. 

Analysis of data on Race/Ethnicity subcategory of Social Identity reveal 

that  African American students in this sample in general agree more strongly 

with statements of personal religious/spiritual beliefs on Part I of the 

Questionnaire than do Whites, Hispanics and those indicating Mixed or Other. 

This finding is consistent with Gallup’s (1999) report that “compared to whites 

and people of other colors, higher proportions of blacks take their religion 

seriously and practice it ardently”(p.53). In this study also, African American 

students report higher levels of religious/spiritual practice than other groups. 

However, African American students in this sample have a Mean score only 

barely above neutral (but higher than the Mean scores for the other groups) on the 
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questions that indicate they feel their beliefs are right for all and they feel “called” 

or chose social work due to their religious/spiritual beliefs.  

It is interesting that while African American students in this sample have 

higher Mean scores on these questions on Part I about personal beliefs than do all 

others,  White students are the group in this study who were found to have scored 

significantly higher on the questions on Part II about incorporating 

religious/spiritual content in social work practice. It appears that students in the 

sample who self- identify as White feel more comfortable bringing their 

religious/spiritual beliefs into their work with clients than do students in the other 

racial/ethnic groups. Perhaps these students from minority groups who have felt 

the imposition of others’ beliefs upon them are more sensitive about imposing 

their personal religious/spiritual beliefs on others.  

Students in this sample who self- identify as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual 

disagree more than other students that they believe in a God/Spirit that is active in 

the world, and they also report less frequent religious/spiritual practice. Perhaps, 

since they report these lower levels of practice, they also disagree more with the 

statements that they believe their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all.  

The implication for social work research is to replicate this study in other 

areas of the U.S. to discover whether social work students in other geographical 

areas also evidence the strong personal religious/spiritual beliefs as the students in 

this sample. Do racial/ethnic groups from other areas of the U.S. evidence the 

same patterns of responses as those in the Bible Belt state of Texas who are 

surveyed in this study? Does exposure to social work courses in schools in other 
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areas of the country also appear to have a modifying influence on the students’ 

responses to the statements that they believe their beliefs are right for all and they 

carry their religious/spiritual beliefs to all areas of their lives? Does increased 

years of studying social work incrementally modify student responses so that 

Sophomores appear more socialized to the profession than Freshmen, and Juniors 

more than Sophomores, and Seniors more than those in all lower years? Do Gay, 

Lesbian and Bisexual students in other schools of social work hold similar 

religious/spiritual beliefs as those in this sample?  

The implication for social work educators is to be aware of such possibly 

strong personal religious/spiritual beliefs by their students, as well as the 

possibility of different levels of such beliefs for students in different groups. The 

challenge for educators is to provide a safe forum for discussion of such beliefs to 

foster ethical social work practice with clients of diverse religious/spiritual beliefs 

by students who may have very strong personal religious/spiritual beliefs and 

perhaps limited experience/knowledge of other religions and spiritual beliefs. The 

implication for social work practice is for social workers to be aware of such 

possibly strong and diverse personal religious/spiritual beliefs for both clients and 

social workers of different ages and racial/ethnic backgrounds; and to be aware of 

the need for information on how to work ethically and effectively with them. 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE SECOND SUB-QUESTION  

Responses by students in this sample to several of the personal 

religious/spiritual belief questions on Part I of the Questionnaire are compared 

with questions on Part II that are related to specific interventions to address the 
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second sub-question,  How do bachelor- level social work students see their own 

religious/spiritual beliefs affecting their social work practice? Significant but 

weak correlations are found for this sample between strength of students’ personal 

beliefs and specific interventions. Students who agree with the statement that they 

would keep their own personal religious/spiritual beliefs to themselves if different 

than those of their client also tend to disagree with the statements that they would 

use religious/spiritual language, metaphors, concepts, texts, prayer, and share their 

beliefs with their clients.  

However, of more concern is the finding that students in this sample who 

agree that their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all also tend to agree that it 

is appropriate to use religious language, and texts with clients. Also these students 

who agree that they carry their religious/spiritual beliefs into all areas of their life 

tend to agree that it is appropriate for social workers to assess the positive and 

negative role of such beliefs/practices in clients’ lives, as well as to use 

religious/spiritual language, metaphors, and concepts in practice. In addition, they 

feel it is ethical to pray with a client and sometimes appropriate to share their own 

beliefs with clients. While all these correlations are weak, they are statistically 

significant. Of particular concern here would be how these students would decide 

when and in what ways to use these interventions with clients.  

Again the implication for social work research is to replicate this study in 

other areas of the U.S. to determine if social work students in other geographical 

areas of the country produce similar responses to those of the students in this 

sample. Do significant numbers of BSW students in other areas of the country 
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have similar strong feelings that their religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all? 

And do those students also agree that it is ethical to include religious/spiritual 

content in practice? 

Of particular interest to social work educators is the finding that at least 

for students in this sample who agree that they felt their religious/spiritual beliefs 

are right for all people and agree that they carry their beliefs to all areas of their 

lives also agree that it is appropriate and ethical to use religious/spiritual 

content/interventions with clients. The challenge for social work educators is to 

work with students to clarify appropriate use of such content, and provide 

students with the knowledge of diverse religions and spiritual beliefs to better 

know when and how to use such interventions. Of interest here is a current study 

(in progress) by Russel into which schools of social work currently include 

religious/spiritual content in their BSW programs plus an update of her similar 

study of MSW programs (Russel, 1998).  

Of interest to the profession of social work is that this study documents 

that some future social workers feel that such religious/spiritual content has a 

definite place in socia l work practice. In light of the religious/spiritual diversity 

discussed by Eck (2001), it appears evident that social workers need to familiarize 

themselves with how to appropriately, effectively and ethically work with such 

issues in their practice with people of diverse belief systems. How can these needs 

be met? 
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS RELATED TO THE THIRD SUB-QUESTION 

Responses by students in this sample to Questions 17 and 18 of Part II of 

the Religion/Spirituality & Social Work Questionnaire address the third sub-

question, Do bachelor-level social work students see a place for spirituality and 

religion in social work education? From their responses, it appears evident that 

students in this sample overwhelmingly favor the inclusion of content on religious 

and spiritual diversity (82.1 percent) as well as content on effective interventions 

with religious and spiritual issues in practice in their social work education (87.6 

percent).  

Interestingly, those in this sample who self- identify as White agree more 

strongly with the statement that content on religious/spiritual diversity should be 

included in social work education than Hispanic students. Also, those who self-

identify with Texas as a regional identity agree more strongly with the statement 

that content on how to effectively deal with religious/spiritual issues in practice 

should be included in social work education than do students who do not identify 

with any particular region. It is possible that the students in the sample who 

identify themselves as White feel that they have been exposed to less 

religious/spiritual diversity than do Hispanic students, but further investigation is 

needed to clarify this issue. While analysis of students’ responses to Regional 

Identity with their responses to items on Part II about specific religious/spiritual 

content of interventions possible in social work practice produced no significant 

differences for those identifying with different geographical areas, Gallup (1999) 

reports that church attendance is strongest among Southerners. Perhaps self-
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identified Texans in this sample, as Southerners, agree more strongly with the 

statement about inclusion of content on effective practice interventions with 

religious/spiritual issues because they are more open to the inclusion of these 

issues in practice than those who do not identify with Texas. Here again, more 

investigation is needed to clarify this issue. 

The implication for social work research is the replication of this study 

with students in different geographical areas. Do social work students from other 

areas of the U.S. also agree strongly that the inclusion of content on 

religious/spiritual diversity and content on social work interventions with 

religious/spiritual issues is needed in social work education? Do different 

racial/ethnic groups in other areas of the country respond differently to the 

question of inclusion of content on religious/spiritual diversity in social work 

education? 

The implication for educators at least in schools of social work in Texas 

appears to be that students in this area of the country are very interested in the 

inclusion of both content on religious/spiritual diversity (as mandated by CSWE) 

and content on interventions with religious/spiritual interventions with clients. 

The challenge here for social work educators is how to respond to these needs that 

have been identified by their students. Do educators infuse religious/spiritual 

content in all of their courses? Do schools of social work add specific courses on 

religion/spirituality to their curricula? In this study, 87.6 percent of the students 

agree or strongly agree that social work education should include content on how 

to effectively deal with religious or spiritual issues in practice. What sort of 
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religious/spiritual content in social work courses fosters such learning? Is 

inclusion of content on religious/spiritual diversity sufficient or does 

religious/spiritual content also need to be infused into practice courses? What is 

needed for more social work educators to become more aware of and comfortable 

with inclusion of religious/spiritual content in their courses? What courses are 

being currently offered at CSWE accredited schools of social work that include 

content on religious/spiritual issues? What are students’ impressions of these 

courses? Are students learning about different spiritual belief systems as well as 

different institutionalized religions in diversity courses? 

The implication for social work as a profession is to address the possibility 

that both clients and social workers may feel it is appropriate and ethical to 

include religious/spiritual content in social work practice. Do social workers need 

to create a support system or network of people in their communities (lay and/or 

clergy) with diverse religious/spiritual beliefs who are also trained to deal with 

religious/spiritual related issues and crises? Can inclusion of religious/spiritual 

content in social work courses provide a place for professional dialogue to 

develop new models for working with such religious and spiritual content for 

ethical and effective social work practice? Can inclusion of content on 

religious/spiritual diversity in social work courses increase awareness within the 

profession of the religious/spiritual diversity in this country that Eck’s study 

(2001) addresses? 
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SUMMARY 

While the purposive method of sampling limits the generalizability of the 

findings of this study, it does provide some information and insights into some 

bachelor- level social work students’ personal religious/spiritual beliefs and their 

views of inclusion of religious/spiritual content into social work practice and 

education. Further research is certainly needed to determine whether the beliefs of 

the students in this sample are widespread throughout the country. However, it is 

evident that the majority of students in this sample are practicing Christians who 

have strong personal religious/spiritual beliefs and are relatively open to 

incorporating at least some religious/spiritual content into their practice with 

clients.  Also, it is clearly evident that overwhelmingly they want more 

religious/spiritual content in their social work courses. 

Of some concern from the findings of this study is that 21.6 percent of the 

students in this sample agree or strongly agree that their religious/spiritual beliefs 

are right for all people. They also tend to agree that it is appropriate to use 

religious language and texts with clients. In addition, 62.7 percent of students in 

this sample who agree or strongly agree that they carry their religious/spiritual 

beliefs into all areas of their life, also tend to agree that it is appropriate for social 

workers to assess the positive and negative role of such beliefs and practices in 

their clients’ lives; use religious/spiritual language, metaphors, and concepts in 

practice; pray with clients and sometimes share their own beliefs with clients.  

How do students determine when it is appropriate to use such religious/spiritual 

interventions? It appears that open discussion of these issues in social work 
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courses with guidance from social work educators is crucial to promoting ethical 

social work practice around these issues by such students.  

Another concern from the findings of this study is that there is a relatively 

limited range in the religious/spiritual and racial/ethnic diversity of the students in 

this sample. Apparently, at this time, students from the wide range of diverse 

religio/ethnic/cultural backgrounds found throughout the country in Eck’s study 

(2001) are not entering the schools of social work tha t are included in this study. 

Further research is needed to determine whether they are entering any schools of 

social work here in America. Do schools of social work need to consider trying to 

recruit students from these ‘new’ minorities? In the meantime, can these schools 

better prepare current students to work more effectively with them? As 

Pinderhughes (1989) points out, often immigrants hold more strongly to their 

religious/spiritual beliefs as a reminder of the familiar in their new and different 

world.  

The findings of this study suggest four major issues for the profession of 

social work today that need further investigation and discussion. First, the 

apparent lack of breadth of diversity among social work students in this study as 

compared to the population trends cited by Eck (2001) in her national study. She 

reports that Muslims and Hispanics are the fastest growing minorities in the U.S. 

today; that there are as many Muslims in the U.S. today as there are Jews or some 

Protestant denominations (e.g.  Episcopalians); and that most refugees are 

Muslims. However, this study found only one BSW student that self- identified as 

Muslim, but also indicated None/Unaffiliated; Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert’s 
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(1999) study of MSW students in two schools of social work does not separately 

identify any Muslim MSW students; and Canda and Furman’s (1999) study 

reports three NASW members or .1 percent of their respondents self- identified as 

Muslim. The sample for this study of BSW students purposefully sought 

ethnic/racial diversity and included 22.2 percent Hispanics; Sheridan and Amato-

von Hemert study of MSW students have 4.5 percent Hispanics; and Lennon’s 

(2001) CSWE statistics for 1999 report that 7.8 percent of Junior and Senior BSW 

students are Chicano-Mexican American/Puerto Rican, plus 6.4 percent of MSW 

students, and 3.9 percent of Doctoral students.  

The second concern raised by this study is the diversity within religions 

and spiritual belief systems. While 80.6 percent of the BSW students in this study 

self- identify as Christian, African American students in this study indicate by 

their answers to questions on Part I of the Questionnaire that they have stronger 

personal religious/spiritual beliefs than do students in the other racial/ethnic 

groups under study here. Gallup’s (1999) study reports similar findings for 

African Americans in their national poll. Armstrong (2000) reports another type 

of diversity within religions and spiritual belief systems, and writes that “One of 

the most startling developments of the late twentieth century has been the 

emergence within every major religious tradition of a militant piety popularly 

known as ‘fundamentalism’” (p.xi). She includes even Budhists, Hindus, and 

Confucians along with Chirstians, Jews and Muslims as experiencing this trend. 

Social workers in practice as well as in the classroom need to be aware of this 

diversity within belief systems. Not all Protestants have the same beliefs, nor do 
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all Catholics, nor all Muslims, nor all Jews, nor all Buddhists, nor all members of 

any other major religion or organized spiritual belief system. 

A third concern raised by the findings of this study is the strong religious 

and spiritual beliefs of these BSW students plus their strong interest in the 

inclusion of religious and spiritual content in their social work practice. Ninety-

four percent believe in a God or Spirit that is active in the world today; 62.7 

percent report they carry their religious and spiritual beliefs into all areas of their 

lives; 38.2 percent feel called by God or Spirit to be a social worker; 21.6 percent 

feel their religious and spiritual beliefs are right for all people; and 9.3 percent 

disagree that each person should find her or his own religious and spiritual 

beliefs. Over seventy-six percent of the students in this study feel that social 

workers should be able to assess the positive/beneficial role of religious and 

spiritual beliefs and practices in clients’ lives and 65.1 percent feel they should be 

able to assess the negative/harmful role of such beliefs for clients. How do these 

students decide what is positive and what is negative? Fifty-four percent of these 

students feel it is ethical to share their own personal religious and spiritual beliefs 

with their clients at times. How do they decide when it is appropriate and what 

beliefs to share? Over forty-four percent of students in this study feel that it is 

ethical to pray with a client? How will these students decide which prayer and 

when it may be appropriate? More than seventeen percent feel it is appropriate to 

cite scripture or other religious texts in practice. How will these students decide 

which scripture or text and when it is appropriate? Even 8.4 percent of the 
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students in this sample indicate that would not keep their own religious and 

spir itual beliefs to themselves if those beliefs are different than their clients’.  

Of further concern is that students in this study who feel their 

religious/spiritual beliefs are right for all people (21.6 percent) also tend to agree 

that it is ethical to use religious/spiritual language, texts, metaphors and concepts 

in social work practice. In addition, those in this study who feel that they carry 

their religious/spiritual beliefs to all areas of their lives (62.7 percent) also tend to 

agree that it is appropriate to include religious language, texts, metaphors, 

concepts, prayer, plus share their own religious/spiritual beliefs with clients as 

well as to assess the positive and negative impact of clients’ religious/spiritual 

beliefs on their lives. How will students decide when and what religious/spiritual 

interventions are appropriate? Freshmen and Sophomores in this study agree more 

strongly than the Juniors and Seniors that their religious/spiritual beliefs are right 

for all people and that they carry the ir religious beliefs to all areas of their lives. 

Are different teaching techniques needed for these beginning social work students 

who may have what Fowler conceptualizes as a more concrete and less examined 

religious/spiritual belief system than do the more mature students?  

The fourth issue raised by the findings of this study is how will social 

work educators respond to the clear message from these BSW students that they 

want content on religious/spiritual diversity (82.1 percent) and content on how to 

deal with these religious/spiritual issues that can arise with clients in practice 

(87.6 percent). The students in this study have strong religious/spiritual beliefs; 

they indicate that they expect to include religious/spiritual content in their social 
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work practice; and they want content in their social work education to help them 

work effectively with these issues in their social work practice. Are social work 

educators aware that the students they teach may have similar personal 

religious/spiritual beliefs, plus perhaps similar expectations about including 

religious/spiritual content in their social work practice, and similar interest in the 

inclusion of religious/spiritual content on diversity and practice issues? Certainly 

more research is needed in this area; but Sheridan and Amato-von Hemert’s 

(1999) study indicates that 41.4 percent of MSW students are dissatisfied with the 

amount of education and clinical training they receive on religions and spirituality 

in social work. They also cite the findings of previous studies (Sheridan et al., 

1992; Sheridan et al., 1994) in which 36.8 of social work educators were 

disappointed and an even larger 50.0 percent of social work practitioners were 

disappointed with the amount of such religious/spiritual content in their social 

work education. 

In the past social work has responded to emergent client and social needs, 

now may be another time of adjustment of focus within the profession to include a 

wider range of diversity including religious/spiritual beliefs. With seeming 

heightened current interest in religion/spirituality plus greater awareness of 

religious abuse as an issue today, perhaps now is the time for social workers—and 

social work educators in particular—to re-think inclusion of religious/spiritual 

content at all levels of social work education. Certainly, the students in the sample 

for this study strongly indicated their interest in inclusion of such material.  
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Appendix A  

Timeline for the Development of Social Work and Spirituality / 
Religion  

 
I. Colonial Era to World War I 
 

A. Social context—Most Americans are at least “nominal Christians” 

(Leiby,1978)   

Continued immigration and settling of America 

B. Social services—Mostly clergy directed and morality-based by 

volunteers. 

Focus on biological/concrete services by parishes, settlement houses, 

and Community Organization Societies. 

 

II. World War I to 1930 
 

A. Social context—Disruption of families during WWI followed by the  

      return of many shell-shocked former soldiers at War’s end.  

Immigration continues. 

B. Social services—Move to professionalize by Mary Richmond. Her 
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books, Social Diagnosis (1917) and What is Social Casework(1922) 

both contain references to the ‘spiritual environment’—particularly for 

immigrants. 

Focus now in the profession of social work on biological and 

psychological issues with the use of Freudian theory to treat returning 

soldiers. 

C. Social work education 

1927--Formation of the American Association of Schools of Social 

Work (AASSW) in 1927 from the Association of Training Schools for 

Professional Social workers and the Association of Professional 

Schools of Social work (Austin, 1986).  

D. Theoretical base for social work—Freudian Theory 

 

III. 1930 to post-World War II 

A. Social context—The Great Depression; World War II; influx of 

refugees; major social, psychological, cultural and economic 

disruption of families and communities; large numbers of returning 

service men and women. 

B. Social services—Increased government funding of social programs 

beginning with the Social Security Act of 1935(Cohen, 1958). 
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General split of psychologically-oriented clinics and biological/social-

oriented family agencies becomes less obvious as many clinics closed 

during the Depression (Cohen, 1958). 

Focus on biological, psychological and social issues in the profession 

of social work to deal with issues resulting from the Depression and 

WWII. 

C. Social work education 

1939—Fourteen schools of social work in the American Association 

of Schools of Social Work (Cohen, 1958). 

1942—Thirty-four schools with undergraduate programs of social 

work formed the National Association of Schools of Social 

Administration (NASSA) 

D. Theoretical base for social work-- Freudian Theory—Austin (1986) 

wrote that “Freudian concepts of psychological development 

continued to be dominant in most schools of social work and 

diagnostic casework”(p.14), but group work and community 

organization are also included. Austin (1997) pointed to a split in the 

1940s, with graduate programs emphasizing individual psychological 

assessment and skills and undergraduate programs “a generalist mix of 
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task-oriented practice skills” for public social service programs 

(p.609). 

1938—Jung who studied under Freud published Psychology & 

Religion which provides a theoretical basis for inclusion of spirituality 

and religion in psychology. 

 

IV. 1950 to the 1970 

A. Social context—Social unrest, the Civil Rights Movement, the 

Vietnam War & the precedent for governmental funding of social 

services expanded 

1954—Expansion of the Social Security Act 

1954—Decision by U.S. Supreme court on school desegregation—

began era of focus on civil rights 

1960s—proliferation of government funded War on Poverty programs 

(Meyer,1986) 

1965—The Immigration Act of 1965 eliminated the previous quotas 

linking immigration to national origins which greatly increased the 

diversity of ethnicity and religion in the United States (Eck,2001) 

Focus on biological, psychological, and social issues 
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B. Social services—Social work begins to look at itself and better relate 

services to needs. Concern with competence and administration in 

social welfare, but still seen as peripheral to ‘methods’ (Cohen, 1958) 

     1955—Formation of the National Association of Social Workers 

(NASW) 

C. Social work education—focus changes from the person to the 

environment (Meyers,1986) 

1952—Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) formed from the 

AASSW and the NASSSA(Austin,1986) 

1952—CSWE Curriculum policy statement was the last to define 

practice as casework which was still dominated by psychoanalytic 

theory (Meyer,1986). 

Austin (1997) noted some resolution of the split in focus of Master’s 

and Bachelor degree programs with accreditation criteria based on the 

Master’s model. 

1962—CSWE Curriculum Policy for Master’s Degree Programs in 

Graduate Professional Schools of Social work includes under the 

section “Human Behavior and the Social Environment” references to 

“wholeness of the human being” including “spiritual” attributes 

(Meyer, 1986, p.23) 
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1969—CSWE Curriculum Policy for Master’s Degree Program in 

Graduate Schools of Social Work changes the wording under the 

section “Human Behavior and the Social Environment” to “student’s 

understanding of the individual, group, organizational, institutional, 

and cultural contexts within which human behavior is expressed” and 

“bodies of knowledge derived from the biological, psychological, and 

social sciences as well as from the humanities which are needed for an 

understanding of social work values and practice”(Meyer,1986,p.29)  

D. Theoretical base for social work 

1959—Frankl publishes Man’s Search for Meaning outlining the basis 

for his humanistic/existential Logotherapy which provides a 

theoretical spiritual/religious basis for working with clients. 

1960s—emergence of Post-Modernism with theories of 

Constructivism and Social Constructionism from the Cognitive 

tradition which has its roots in Western and Asian philosophies and 

religion(Franklin,1998) 

1968—Sutich founded an association and journal of Transpersonal 

Psychology 
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V. 1970 to 1980 

A. Social context—Relatively peaceful time in the United States with 

increased immigration due to the Immigration Act of 1965 and less 

favorable economic and political conditions  in other parts of the 

world. 

B. Social welfare—General expansion of governmental funded social 

services from War on Poverty initiative plus a shift in focus from 

clinical casework to needs-based services (Meyer,1986) 

C. Social work education—BSW, MSW and DSW programs proliferate 

in response to War on Poverty (Meyer,1986) 

1971—CSWE begins approval of BSW programs (Meyer,1986) which 

is seen as a response to the rapidly expanding number of BSW 

programs established to provide social workers for the growing 

number of jobs in public and child welfare programs that MSW 

graduates were not attracted to (Meyer,1986) 

1972—CSWE issues Standards for the Accreditation of Baccalaureate 

Degree Programs in Social Work which echo the CSWE 1969 

Master’s Degree guidelines focusing on “person as he functions in his 

environment” and the importance of “sociocultural systems and their 

effect on human development and behavior”(Meyer, 1986,p.33) 
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1979—Number of entering BSW students approximately equal to 

entering MSW students 

D. Theoretical base for social work—Some integration of theories cited 

above plus theories from other disciplines such as sociology which 

relate to groups, communities and organizations 

 

VI. 1980 to the Present 

A. Social context—Continued period of relative prosperity and peace in 

the United States with continued immigration from Asia, Africa, 

Central and South America, Mexico, and countries formerly behind 

the Iron Curtain. New immigrants and second-generation immigrants 

dispersing throughout the United States (Eck,1996) plus an increasing 

focus on personal growth and actualization as seen in popular media. 

More Conservative tone of national policies with Reagan 

Administration. Move towards more state and local control of social 

programs. Initiative to reduce the number of people receiving long-

term welfare assistance—including calling on local churches to he lp 

the needy in their communities(Netting, Thibault, & Ellor, 1990). 

B. Social welfare—Proliferation of 12-step programs such as AA, 

Alanon, Alateen, Alatot, Naranon, Gamblers Anonymous, Overeaters 
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Anonymous, Sex Addicts Anonymous which originated with 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) in the 1930s. Also, reawakened interest 

in clinical social work with growing awareness of women’s issues, 

recognition of abuse issues and a general interest in improving 

individual and family functioning. Emergence of self-help groups. 

C. Social work education—While maintaining a bio/psycho/social focus, 

adds a recognition of religion as a diversity issue for generalist social 

work practice with our increasingly pluralistic society. 

1982—CSWE combined Curriculum Policy for Master’s Degree and 

Baccalaureate Degree Programs in Social Work Education recognized 

in Section 7.8 on curriculum content for Human Behavior and the 

Social Environment courses the “biological, psychological, and 

cultural systems as they affect and are affected by human behavior…in 

a pluralistic society”(Meyer, 1986, p.41). Austin (1997) cited this as an 

“effort to blend the undergraduate and graduate models”(p.609). 

For the first time CSWE guidelines referred directly to religion by 

specifying in Section 7.5 that “curriculum must provide content on 

minorities…(and) groups…distinguished by age, religion, 

disablement, sexual orientation and culture”(Meyer, 1986, p.40) 
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1992—CSWE Curriculum Policy Statement for Baccalaureate Degree 

Programs in Social Work Education again includes a reference to 

“religion” in Section B6.4 on Diversity—“Each program is required to 

include content about population groups…(that) include, but are not 

limited to, groups distinguished by race, ethnicity, culture, class, 

gender, sexual orientation, religion, physical or mental disability, age, 

and national origin”(CSWE,1992).  

2001—Approval of proposed CSWE Educational Policy and 

Accreditation Standards (EPAS) due to take effect July of 2002 and 

thereby replace the current policy and accreditation standards. Under 

Educational Policy, IV. Foundation Curriculum Content, Section D: 

Human Behavior and the Social Environment and Accreditation, the 

EPAS specifies inclusion of “theories and knowledge of biological, 

sociological, cultural, psychological, and spir itual development across 

the life span (CSWE,2001,p.10). Under Accreditation Standard 

6.0:Nondiscrimination and Human diversity continues to include 

specific reference to “religion” as an aspect of diversity(CSWE, 2001). 

D. Theoretical base for social work—Current interest in personal growth, 

spirituality, and religion in society has precipitated increased interest 

in Jungian theory, Frankl’s Logotherapy, Constructivism, Social 
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Constructionism, and Wilber’s conceptualization of Transpersonal 

theory. 
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Appendix B 
Cover Letter and Religion/Spirituality & Social Work 

Questionnaire 

 
COVER LETTER 

 
 
 

A Study of Religion/Spirituality in Social Work from the BSW Student Perspective 
 
 

You are invited to participate in a study on the beliefs and perceptions of BSW students 
regarding the inclusion of religious/spiritual material in social work practice and social work 
education. My name is Dorothy Graff and I am a Ph.D. student in The School of Social Work at 
The University of Texas at Austin. This study is my dissertation research project. The aim of this 
study is to increase current knowledge of social work students’ beliefs and views about the 
pertinence of religion/spirituality to them personally, to their future social work practice, and the 
suitability of inclusion of religious/spiritual material in social work courses. Your school is one of 
seven CSWE accredited schools of social work in the state of Texas selected to participate in this 
study to provide information on an area of the country and a group that has not been surveyed. If 
you participate, you will be one of over 300 students included in this study. 
 

The attached four-page questionnaire has three parts. Part I contains eight questions about 
your religious/spiritual beliefs; Part II contains 18 questions about your views on 
religion/spirituality in social work practice and education; Part III contains demographic questions 
about you and provides space for your comments. You may decide not to complete the survey or 
choose not to answer specific questions. Your participation, or decision not to participate, in this 
study will in no way influence your grade for this course or your success in your school. To 
promote your anonymity, please do not include your name anywhere on the questionnaire. All 
information you give will be confidential and used only for this research. I hope that you will 
choose to participate and find that responding to this questionnaire increases your self-awareness 
and adds to your social work educational experience. 
 

Completing the attached questionnaire indicates your agreement to participate in this 
study. You may keep this cover letter. If you have any questions about this study, please email me 
at the address below. 
 

Your participation in this study is sincerely appreciated. 
 
Dorothy L. Graff, MSW, R-CSW 
dgraff@mail.utexas.edu 
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RELIGION/SPIRITUALITY & SOCIAL WORK  QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

I:  Personal Religious/Spiritual Beliefs   

 
Use your own definition of God/Spirit when answering the following questions concerning 
your religious/spiritual beliefs. There are no right or wrong answers. Please circle the one 
number that best indicates how much you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements.  
 

                                               Strongly     Strongly           
                                          Disagree    Disagree     Neutral        Agree        Agree

1. I believe in a God/Spirit that is 
active in the world. 
  
2. Ideas of God or a transcendent 
Spirit are irrelevant in the world 
today. 
 
3. Each person needs to find her/his 
own religious/spiritual beliefs. 
 
4. I believe my religious/ spiritual 
beliefs are right for all people. 
 
5. When my religious/ spiritual 
beliefs are different than those held 
by clients, I would keep my personal 
beliefs to myself. 
 
6. I carry my religious/ spiritual 
beliefs into all areas of my life. 
 
7. My decision to study social work 
is based on my religious/spiritual 
beliefs. 
 
8. I feel I have been called by God/a 
transcendent Spirit to be a social 
worker. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1                    2                   3              4                   5 
 
 
 
1                    2                   3              4                   5 
 
 
1                    2                   3              4                   5 
 
 
1                    2                   3               4                   5 
 
  
 
 
1                    2                   3               4                   5 
  
 
1                    2                   3               4                   5 
 
 
 
1                    2                   3               4                   5 
 
 
 
1                    2                   3              4                   5
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II: “Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice” (RRSP)  Scale 
 

The following questions ask your views about the appropriate role of religion or spirituality in social 
work practice. To aid you in responding to these questions, the following definitions are provided 
below. You will note that, for the purposes of this study, spirituality is more broadly defined than 
religion.  
 
 Spirituality is defined as “the human search for meaning, purpose and connection with self, others, the 
universe, and ultimate reality, however one understands it. This may or may not be expressed through 
religious forms or institutions”. 
 
 Religion is defined as “an organized structured set of beliefs and practices shared by a community that is 
related to spirituality”. 
 
Please rate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement by circling the one number 
that best reflects your opinion on the 5-point scale. 
 
                                                  Strongly                                                             Strongly 
                                                            Disagree       Disagree      Neutral     Agree       Agree 
 
1.  Spirituality is a fundamental aspect 
of being human.  
 
2.. Social workers should become more 
sophisticated than they are now in 
spiritual matters. 
3. It is important for social workers to 
have knowledge about different 
religious faiths and traditions.  
4. Religious concerns are outside of the 
scope of social work practice.  
5.  Spiritual concerns are outside of the 
scope of social work practice. 
6. Social work practice with a spiritual 
component has a better chance to 
empower clients than practice without 
such a component. 
7. Knowledge of clients’ religious or 
spiritual belief systems is important for 
effective social work practice.  
8. Social workers should be able to 
assess the positive or beneficial role of 
religious or spiritual beliefs and 
practices in clients’ lives. 
9. Social workers should be able to 
assess the negative or harmful role of 
religious or spiritual beliefs and 
practices in clients’ lives. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1      2       3         4          5 
 
 
 
1      2           3         4          5 
 
 
1      2        3         4          5 
 
 1      2        3         4          5 
 
 1      2        3         4          5 
 
 
 
1      2        3                4               5 
 
 
1       2        3          4               5 
   
 
  
1         2         3          4          5           
 
 
 
1         2         3          4          5           
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10. The use of religious language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work practice is inappropriate. 
 
11. The religious backgrounds of 
clients do not particularly influence 
the course or outcome of social 
work practice. 
 
12. A social worker’s use of 
scripture or other religious texts in 
practice is appropriate.  
 
13. It is against social work ethics to 
ever pray with a client. 
 
14. The use of spiritual language, 
metaphors and concepts in social 
work language is inappropriate. 
 
15. It is sometimes appropriate for a 
social worker to share his or her 
own religious or spiritual beliefs 
with a client. 
 
16. Addressing a client’s religious or 
spiritual beliefs is necessary for 
holistic social work practice. 
 
17. Social work education should 
include content on religious and 
spiritual diversity. 
 
18. Social work education should 
include content on how to 
effectively deal with religious or 
spiritual issues in practice.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

S TRONGLY                                                                          S TRONGLY 
DISAGREE     DISAGREE      NEUTRAL     AGREE        AGREE    
 
 
       1            2                3    4     5  
 
 
 
 
       1             2                 3                 4               5 
 
 
 
       1             2                 3    4               5 
 
 
       1             2                 3    4               5 
 
 
 
       1             2                 3                  4                5 
 
 
 
 
       1             2                3    4      5 
 
 
 
       1             2                3     4      5 
 
 
 
       1             2               3     4      5 
 
 
 
 
       1             2                3     4               5 
 
 
 
 
          
      Michael J. Sheridan, Ph.D.,1990; revised 2000 
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III:  Demographics 
  

 
 
 
Academic Major 
_____ Social work major  
_____Other (Please specify) 

_______________ 
 

ACADEMIC YEAR 
_____Freshman _____ Junior  
_____Sophomore _____ Senior  
 
Age _____ years 
 
Gender 
_____Female 
_____ Male 
 
 
Social Identity (check all that apply) 
_____ African American/Black 
_____ Asian/Asian American 
_____ Latino/Hispanic 
_____ Native American 
_____ White/European American 
_____ Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual 
_____ Person with Disability 
_____ Other (Please specify) 
 __________________________ 

 
 
 
 
Religious/Spiritual Affiliation 
_____ Agnostic 
_____ Atheist 
_____ Buddhist 
_____ Christian (Please specify) 
 _____ Baptist 
 _____ Catholic 
 _____Church of Christ 
 _____ Episcopalian 
 _____ Latter Day Saints 
 _____ Lutheran 
 _____ Methodist 
 _____ Pentacostal 
 _____ Presbyterian 
 _____ Other Christian (Please  
 specify) _____________ 
   ___________________ 
_____ Existentialist 
_____ Hindu 
_____ Jewish 
_____ Muslim 
_____ Spiritist 
_____ Undecided/unaffiliated 
_____ None 
_____ Other (Please specify) 
 ____________________
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Regional Identity (State or Country if foreign student )_____________________ 
 
 
Religious/Spiritual Practice (Please circle the answer that is true for you.) 
 
1. I pray/meditate                                 

daily---weekly---monthly---occasionally----never 
 
2. I attended religious/spiritual meetings as a child       
     daily---weekly---monthly---occasionally---never 
 
3. I currently attend religious/spiritual meetings        
     daily---weekly---monthly---occasionally---never 
 
 
 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 242

Appendix C 

The "Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice" © (RRSP) Scale: 
 

Psychometric Information and Scoring Instructions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Michael J. Sheridan, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

School of Social Work 
Virginia Commonwealth University 

Richmond, VA 
2000  

(3rd Edition) 
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The "Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice" © (RRSP) Scale: 

Psychometric Information and Scoring Instructions  
 

This manual provides information on the RRSP Scale, which was 
developed to measure professional attitudes toward the role of religion and 
spirituality in social work practice.  The first section provides psychometric 
information based on three different studies using the RRSP, including general 
descriptive statistics, estimates of internal consistency reliability, and evidence of 
construct validity.  The second section provides instructions for scoring and a 
copy of the scale.  Initial evidence demonstrates that the RRSP is a reliable and 
valid research instrument suitable for measuring attitudes in the area of religion 
and spirituality and social work practice. 
 

SECTION I:  PSYCHOMETRIC INFORMATION 
 
Study 1:  Faculty Study 
 
Study of social work faculty from 25 schools of social work in 12 southeastern 
states and Washington, D. C.:  N = 280. 
[Source:  Sheridan, M. J., Wilmer, C., & Atcheson, L.  (1994).  Inclusion of content on religion 
and spirituality in the social work curriculum:  A study of faculty views.  Journal of Social Work 
Education, 30(3), 363-376.]   
 
I.    Descriptive Statistics 
 

Mean score = 70.90 (SD = 7.80); Range = 27 to 92 out of possible range of 19 
to 95.  (19 item version of RRSP.) 

 
II. Reliability 
 

Reliability was tested using Cronbach's alpha.  Scale demonstrated relatively 
high internal consistency with alpha = .88. 

 
III. Construct Validity 
 
 A. Convergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of 

RRSP scale scores to responses to other measures that theoretically should 
show a significant relationship.   
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It was hypothesized that a significant positive relationship would emerge 
between RRSP scale scores and the following measures.  Analyses 
showed support for all 14 hypotheses (for at least p < .05 significance 
level). 

 
  1. Ratings on ideological position item (higher scores indicate greater 

belief in a personal God):  r = .44, p < .001. 
  

2. Ratings on current relationship to organized religion or spiritual 
organization (higher scores indicate higher participation/involvement):  
r = .46, p < .001. 

 
  3. Ratings on frequency of current participation in religious services 

(higher scores indicate higher participation/involvement):  r = .46, p < 
.001. 

 
  4. Ratings on frequency of participation in religious services during 

elementary school years (higher scores indicate higher 
participation/involvement): r = .21, p = .001. 

 
  5. Ratings on frequency of current participation in personal religious or 

spiritual practices; e.g., meditation, reading scripture/spiritual texts, 
prayer, etc. (higher ratings indicate higher participation): r = .48, p < 
.001. 

 
  6. Ratings of agreement on 1st rationale for including content on religion 

and spirituality within social work curriculum: "Religious and spiritual 
beliefs and practices are part of multicultural diversity.  As such, 
social workers should have knowledge and skills in this area in order 
to be able to work effectively with diverse client groups"  (higher 
ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r =  .62, p < .001. 

 
  7. Ratings of agreement on 2nd rationale for including content on 

religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  "There is 
another dimension of human existence beyond the biopsychosocial 
framework currently used to understand human behavior.  Social work 
education should expand this framework to include the 
spiritual dimension"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of 
agreement):  r = .68, p < .001. 
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  8. Ratings of agreement on 1st curriculum guideline for including content 
on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  "Religion 
and spirituality should be examined as general aspects of human 
culture and experience"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of 
agreement):  r = .50, p < .001. 

 
  9. Ratings of agreement on 2nd curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  
"Diverse religious behaviors and beliefs should be compared and 
contrasted"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = 
.29, p < .001. 

 
  10. Ratings of agreement on 3rd curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum: 
"Content should avoid both a sectarian and anti-religious bias" (higher 
ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = .17, p < .01. 

 
  11. Ratings of agreement on 4th curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  
"Dialogue should be explicit about value issues and should respect 
value differences"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  
r = .34, p < .001. 

 
  12. Ratings of agreement on 5th curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum: 
"Both the potential benefit and harm of religious beliefs should be 
examined"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of agreement): r = 
.29, p < .001. 

  
  13. Ratings of agreement on 6th curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  
"Content should emphasize the relevance of having a working 
knowledge about religion and spirituality for effective practice with 
client"  (higher ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = .61, p 
< .001. 

 
  14. Ratings of agreement on 7th curriculum guideline for including 

content on religion and spirituality within social work curriculum:  
"Students should be encouraged to critically explore their own 
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perspectives and biases about religion and spirituality"  (higher 
ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = .38, p < .001. 

 
It was also hypothesized that a significant negative relationship would 
emerge between scale scores and the following measure.  Analysis also 
supported this hypothesis. 

 
  1. Ratings on satisfaction with one's educational and clinical training in 

religious and spiritual issues and practice (higher scores indicate 
higher satisfaction):  r = -.58, p < .001. 

 
Further testing of convergent construct validity involved predicting 
significant differences between various sub-samples of the total sample 
on scale scores based on their responses to the following measures.  
Analyses supported predictions of difference in the expected direction in 
all 7 comparisons (for at least p < .05 significance level). 

 
  1. Content on religion and spirituality would pose a conflict with social 

work's mission.  “Yes” responses = 55.11 vs. “No” responses = 72.32, 
t = 9.70, p < .001. 

 
  2. Content on religion and spirituality would pose a conflict with NASW 

ethics.  “Yes” responses = 63.35 vs. “No” responses = 71.72, t = 4.05, 
p < .001. 

 
  3. Content on religion and spirituality would pose a conflict with 

respondents' beliefs.  “Yes” responses = 56.93 vs. “No” responses = 
72.32, t = 7.86, p < .001. 

 
  4. Content on religion and spirituality would pose a conflict with the 

beliefs of clients.  “Yes” responses = 62.41 vs. “No” responses = 
71.93, t = 4.90, p < .001. 

 
  5. Content on religion and spirituality would pose a conflict with the 

principle of separation of church and state.  “Yes” responses = 64.74 
vs. “No” responses = 72.43, t = 5.14, p < .001. 

 
6. Current religious or spiritual affiliation.  “Faith” response (Buddhist, 

Christian, Existentialist, Jewish, Muslim, Spiritist or Other) = 72.15 
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vs. “Non-faith” response (Agnostic, Atheist or None) = 63.14, t = 5.31, 
p < .001. 

 
  7. Vote regarding inclusion of course on social work and religion and 

spirituality within respondent's social work program.  “Against” = 
57.78 vs. “Elective Only” = 71.57 vs. “Required” = 79.17, F = 86.45, p 
< .0001. 

    
 B. Divergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of scale 

scores to responses to other variables that theoretically should not show a 
significant relationship.   

 
It was hypothesized that a nonsignificant relationship would emerge 
between scale scores and the following 2 measures.  Analyses showed 
support for both hypotheses. 

 
  1. Age:  r = .04, p = .50. 
 
  2. Number of years taught at university level: r = .00, p = .10. 
 

Further testing of divergent construct validity involved predicting 
nonsignifi-cant differences between various sub-samples of the total 
sample on scale scores based on their responses to the following 3 
measures.  Analyses supported predictions of no difference for gender and 
types of social work programs taught; however, a significant difference 
was found for race/ethnicity. 

 
  1. Gender:  t = -.04, p = .97. 
   
  2. Social work programs taught (undergraduate, graduate, doctoral, or 

combined):  F = .47, p = .70. 
 
  3. Race/Ethnic Group:  “persons of color” group = 73.11 vs. “caucasian” 

group = 70.13, t = 2.03, p < .05. 
 
Study 2:  Student Study 
 
Study of social work students from 2 schools of social work attending 2 graduate 
schools of social work in southeast and mid-west:  N = 208. 
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[Source:  Sheridan, M. J., & Amato-von Hemert, K.  (1999).  The role of religion and spirituality 
in social work education and practice:  A survey of student views and experiences. Journal of 
Social Work Education, 35(1), 125-141.] 
 
I.    Descriptive Statistics 
 

Mean score = 71.77 (SD = 7.93); Range = 48 to 93 out of possible range of 19 
to 95.  (19 item version of RRSP.) 

 
II.   Reliability 
 

Reliability was tested using Cronbach’s alpha.  RRSP Scale demonstrated 
relatively high internal consistency with alpha = .82. 

 
III.  Construct Validity 
 

A. Convergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of 
RRSP scale scores to responses to other measures that theoretically should 
show a significant relationship. 

 
It was hypothesized that a significant positive relationship would emerge 
between RRSP scale scores and the following measures.  Analyses 
showed support for 7 of the 8 hypotheses (for at least p < .05 significance 
level). 
 
1. Scores on the “Use of Spiritually-based Practice Interventions” Index 

(higher scores indicate higher number of spiritually-based 
interventions used):  r = .45, p < .001. 
 

2. Scores on the “Views Appropriateness of Spir itually-based Practice 
Interventions” Index (higher scores indicate greater number of 
spiritually-based interventions viewed as appropriate social work 
intervention):  r = .55, 
p < .001. 

 
3. Ratings on ideological position item (higher ratings indicate greater 

belief in a personal God):  r = .15, p < .05. 
 

4. Ratings on current relationship to organized religion or spiritual 
organization 
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(higher ratings indicate higher participation/involvement):  r = .10, p = 
.16 (non-significant). 

 
5. Ratings on frequency of current participation in religious services 

(higher scores ratings higher participation):  r = .31, p < .001. 
 

6. Ratings on frequency of current participation in personal religious or 
spiritual practices; e.g., meditation, reading scripture/spiritual texts, 
prayer, 
etc.  (higher ratings indicate higher participation):  r = .42, p < .001. 

 
7. Ratings of agreement on 1st rationale for including content on religion 

and spirituality within social work curriculum:  “Religions and 
spiritual beliefs and practice are part of multicultural diversity.  As 
such, social workers should have knowledge and skills in this area in 
order to be able to work effectively with diverse client groups” (higher 
ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = .44, p < .001. 

 
8. Ratings of agreement on 2nd rationale for including content on religion 

and spirituality within social work curriculum:  “There is another 
dimension of human existence beyond the biopsychosocial framework 
currently used to understand human behavior.  Social work education 
should expand this framework to include the spiritual dimension”  
(higher ratings indicate higher levels of agreement):  r = .51, p < .001. 

 
Further testing of convergent construct validity involved predicting 
significant differences between various sub-samples of the total sample 
on scale scores based on their responses to the following measures.  
Analyses supported predictions of difference in the expected directed in 30 
of 31 comparisons (29 at the p < .05 level of significance; 1 at the p < .10 
level of significance or statistical trend). 
 
1. Current religious or spiritual affiliation:  “Faith” response (Buddhist, 

Catholic, Existentialist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Protestant, Spiritist or 
Other) = 72.25 vs. “Non-faith” response (Agnostic or Atheist) = 68.00, 
t = 2.35, p = .01. 

 
2. Gather information on clients’ religious or spiritual backgrounds.  

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 72.50 vs. “No” 
responses = 64.50, t = 3.80, p < .001.   
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3. Use or recommend religious or spiritual books or writings.  Personally 

Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 74.11 vs. “No” responses = 67.08, 
t = 6.32,  

 p < .001. 
 

4. Pray privately for a client.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” 
responses = 73.11 vs. “No” responses = 67.56, t = 4.54, p < .001. 

 
5. Pray or meditate with a client.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” 

responses = 73.92 vs. “No” responses = 68.47, t = 4.93, p < .001. 
 

6. Use religious or spiritual language or concepts.  Personally Done 
w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 73.89 vs. “No” responses = 66.18, t = 
6.58, p < .001. 

   
  7. Help clients clarify their religious or spiritual values.  Personally Done 

w/ Clients:  “Yes” responses = 75.88 vs. “No” responses = 70.04, t = 
5.47, p < .001. 

 
8.  Recommend participation in a religious or spiritual program.  

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 74.71 vs. “No” 
responses = 70.52, t = 3.60, p < .05. 

 
9. Refer clients to religious or spiritual counselors.  Personally Done 

w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 74.05 vs. “No” responses = 71.33, t = 
1.96, p < .05. 

 
10. Recommend religious or spiritual forgiveness, penance, or amends.  

Personally Done w/Clients:  ”Yes” responses = 77.42 vs. “No” 
responses = 71.48, t = 2.54, p < .01. 

 
11. Touch client for “healing” purposes.  Personally Done w/Clients:  No 

significant difference between “Yes” and “No” responses, t = .27, p = 
.79. 

 
12. Help clients develop ritual as a clinical intervention (house blessings, 

visiting 
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graves of relatives, etc.).  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses 
= 74.32 vs. “No” responses = 71.49, t = 1.64, p = .051 (statistical 
trend). 

 
13. Participate in client’s rituals as a clinical intervention.  Personally 

Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 78.21 vs. “No” responses = 71.36, 
t = 3.18, p = .001. 

 
14. Share your own religious or spiritual beliefs or views.  Personally 

Done w/ 
Clients:  “Yes” responses = 76.40 vs. “No” responses = 69.93, t = 
5.64, p < .001. 
 

15. Gather information on clients’ religious or spiritual backgrounds.  
View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 
72.50 vs. “No” responses = 64.50, t = 3.80, p < .001.   

 
16. Use or recommend religious or spiritual books or writings. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention: “Yes” responses = 74.10 vs. 
“No” responses = 67.08, t = 6.32, p < .001. 

 
17. Pray privately for a client.  View as Appropriate Social Work 

Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 74.83 vs. “No” responses = 69.66, t = 
4.54, p < .001. 

 
18. Pray or meditate with a client.  View as Appropriate Social Work 

Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 75.50 vs. “No” responses = 69.41, t = 
5.72,  

   p < .001. 
 

19. Use religious or spiritual language or concepts.  View as Appropriate 
Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 75.88 vs. “No” 
responses = 70.04, t = 5.47, p < .001. 

 
  20. Help clients clarify their religious or spiritual values. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 72.89 vs. 
“No” responses = 67.36, t = 4.16, p < .001. 
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21. Recommend participation in a religious or spiritual program. View as 
Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 72.94 vs. 
“No” responses = 67.43, t = 4.08, p < .001. 

 
22. Refer clients to religious or spiritual counselors.  View as Appropriate 

Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 72.31 vs. “No” 
responses = 67.93, t = 2.56, p < .01. 

 
23. Recommend religious or spiritual forgiveness, penance, or amends.  

View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  ”Yes” responses = 
76.25 vs. “No” responses = 70.00, t = 5.18, p < .001. 

 
24. Touch client for “healing” purposes.  View as Appropriate Social 

Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 71.16 and “No” responses = 
74.24,  t = 2.09,  

    p < .05. 
 
25. Help clients develop ritual as a clinical intervention (house blessings, 

visiting 
graves of relatives, etc.). View as Appropriate Social Work 
Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 72.41 vs. “No” responses = 70.27, t = 
1.81, p < .05.  

 
26. Participate in client’s rituals as a clinical intervention. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 73.63 vs. 
“No” responses = 70.40, t = 2.88, p < .01. 

 
27. Share your own religious or spiritual beliefs or views. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 74.11 vs. 
“No” responses = 68.07, t = 5.68, p < .001. 

 
28. Graduate level training in religion or theology.  “Yes” responses = 

77.24 vs. “No” responses = 71.40, t = 2.61, p = .01. 
 

29. Satisfaction with amount of attention paid to religious or spiritual 
issues in training as a social worker.  “Very Dissatisfied/Dissatisfied” 
responses = 73.74 vs. “Neutral/Somewhat Satisfied/Very Satisfied” 
responses = 70.41, t = 3.02, p < .01. 
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30. Attendance at professional workshop or conference in past 5 years 
dealing with some aspect of religion or spirituality.  “Yes” responses = 
74.62 vs. “No” responses = 70.41, t = 3.67, p < .001. 

 
31. Interested in taking a course on religion and spirituality and social 

work. “Definitely Yes/Probably” responses = 73.28 vs. “Probably 
Not/Definitely Not” responses = 64.34, t = 6.67, p < .001. 

 
32. Views on how a specific course on religion and spirituality and social 

work should be offered.  “As an elective only” responses = 70.23 vs. 
“As a required 
course for clinical students only” responses = 73.53 vs. “As a required 
course for all students” = 75.22, F = 8.38, p < .001.  Significant 
differences between “As an elective only” and “As a required course 
for all students” only. 

 
B. Divergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of 

RRSP scale scores to responses to other measures that theoretically should 
not show a significant relationship.   

 
It was hypothesized that a nonsignificant relationship would emerge 
between RRSP scale scores and the following measure.  Analysis showed 
support for this hypothesis. 
 
1. Age:  r = .07, p = .33. 
 
Further testing of divergent construct validity involved predicting a 
nonsigni-ficant difference between a sub-sample of the total sample of 
RRSP scale scores based on their responses to the following measures.  
Analyses showed mixed results; no significant differences were found for 
race/ethnicity, but significant differences were noted for gender. 
 
1. Gender:  “Males” = 74.29 vs. “Females” = 71.34, t = 1.83, p < .05. 

 
2. Race/Ethnicity.  No significant differences between persons of color 

and caucasian respondents, t = .09, p = .93. 
 
 
Study 3:  Practitioner Study 
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Study of random sample of licensed clinical social workers in mid-Atlantic state:  
N = 204.  [Source: Sheridan, M. J. (2000).  The use of spiritually-derived interventions in social 
work practice.  Presentation at the 46th Annual Program Meeting of the Council on Social Work 
Education, New York.]   
 
I.   Descriptive Statistics 
 

Mean score = 69.88 (SD = 8.30); Range = 36 to 90 out of possible range of 18 
to 90.  (18 item version of RRSP.) 

 
II. Reliability 
 

Reliability was tested using Cronbach's alpha.  Scale demonstrated relatively 
high internal consistency with alpha = .83. 

 
III. Construct Validity 
 

A. Convergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of 
RRSP scale scores to responses to other measures that theoretically should 
show a significant relationship.   

 
It was hypothesized that a significant positive relationship would emerge 
between RRSP scale scores and the following measures.  Analyses 
showed support for 11 of the 13 hypotheses. 

 
1. Ratings on ideological position item (higher scores indicate greater 

belief in a personal God):  r = .15, p < .05. 
 

  2. Ratings on current relationship to organized religion or spiritual 
organization (higher scores indicate higher participation/involvement):  
r = .07, p = .17 (nonsignificant). 

 
  3. Ratings on frequency of current participation in religious services 

(higher scores indicate higher participation/ involvement):  r = .17, p < 
.05. 

 
  4. Ratings on frequency of participation in religious services during 

elementary school years (higher scores indicate higher 
participation/involvement): r = .12, p < .05. 
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  5. Ratings on frequency of current participation in personal religious or 
spiritual practices; e.g., meditation, reading scripture/spiritual texts, 
prayer, etc. (higher ratings indicate higher participation):  r = .31, p < 
.001. 

 
6. Percentage of clients that present religious/spiritual issues in practice 

(higher scores indicate higher percentages):  r = .44, p < .001. 
 
7. Scores on the “Use of Spiritually-based Practice Interventions” Index 

(higher scores indicate higher number of spiritually-based 
interventions used):  r = .53, p < .001. 

 
8. Scores on the “Appropriateness of Spiritually-based Practice 

Interventions” Index (higher scores indicate higher number of 
spiritually-based interventions viewed as appropriate social work 
intervention): r = .53, p < .001. 

 
9. Percentage of clients for whom religion viewed as playing a beneficial 

role in dealing with problems (higher scores indicate higher 
percentages):  r = .29, p < .001. 

 
10. Percentage of clients for whom spirituality viewed as playing a 

beneficial role in dealing with problems (higher scores indicate higher 
percentages):  r = .33, p < .001. 

 
11. Percentage of clients pray for (higher scores indicate higher 

percentages):  r = -.13, p = .09 (nonsignificant). 
 

12. Percentage of clients pray with (higher scores indicate higher 
percentages):  r = .28, p < .05. 

 
13. Percentage of clients teach or recommend meditation (higher scores 

indicate higher percentages):  r = .28, p = .001. 
 

It was also hypothesized that a significant negative relationship would 
emerge between scale scores and the following measure.  Analysis also 
supported this hypothesis. 
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1. Ratings on satisfaction with one's educational and clinical training in 
religious and spiritual issues and practice (higher scores indicate 
higher satisfaction):  r = -.42, p < .001. 

 
Further testing of convergent construct validity involved predicting 
significant differences between various sub-samples of the total sample 
on mean scale scores based on their responses to the following measures.  
Analyses supported predictions of difference in the expected direction in 
53 out of 54 comparisons (49 at p < .05 significance level; 4 at p < .10 
significance level or statistical trend). 
 
 
1. Current religious or spiritual affiliation:  “Faith” response (Buddhist, 

Christian, Confucian, Existentialist, Goddess/Feminist spirituality, 
Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Shamanism, Spiritism, Traditional Native 
American/First Nations spirituality, Wiccan or Other) = 69.99 vs. 
“Non-faith” response (Agnostic or Atheist) = 66.00, t = 1.48, p = .07 
(statistical trend). 

 
2. Gather information on clients’ religious or spiritual backgrounds.  

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.66 vs. “No” 
responses = 62.71, t = 4.34, p < .001.   

 
3. Use or recommend religious or spiritual books or writings.  Personally 

Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 72.12 vs. “No” responses = 66.28, 
t = 5.05,  

 p < .001. 
 
4. Pray privately for a client.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” 

responses = 73.40 vs. “No” responses = 65.18, t = 7.81, p < .001. 
 

5. Pray or meditate with a client.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” 
responses = 73.77 vs. “No” responses = 67.78, t = 5.00, p < .001. 

 
6. Use religious or spiritual language or concepts.  Personally Done 

w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.32 vs. “No” responses = 63.06, t = 
5.75, p < .001. 
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7. Help clients clarify their religious or spiritual values.  Personally Done 
w/ Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.05 vs. “No” responses = 66.02, t = 
3.65, p < .001. 

 
8. Recommend participation in a religious or spiritual support system, 

program or activity.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 
71.16 vs. “No” responses = 63.44, t = 5.26, p < .001. 

 
9. Refer clients to others for religious or spiritual counseling or direction.   

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.56 vs. “No” 
responses = 65.77, t = 3.01, p = .003. 

 
10. Recommend regular religious/spiritual self-reflective diary or journal 

keeping.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.18 vs. 
“No” responses = 66.94, t = 3.46, p = .001. 

 
11. Recommend religious or spiritual forgiveness, penance, or amends.  

Personally Done w/Clients:  ”Yes” responses = 72.69 vs. “No” 
responses = 67.12, t = 4.81, p < .001. 

 
12. Discuss role of religious or spiritual beliefs in relation to significant 

others. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.84 vs. “No” 
responses = 65.25, t = 4.17, p < .001. 

 
13. Assist clients to reflect critically on religious or spiritual beliefs or 

practices. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.18 vs. 
“No” responses = 67.42, t = 3.10, p = .002. 

 
14. Help clients assess the religious or spiritual meaning of dreams. 

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 72.95 vs. ”No” 
responses = 68.15, t = 3.94, p < .001. 

 
15. Help clients consider the spiritual meaning of his/her current life 

situation. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.50 vs. 
“No” responses = 65.38, t = 4.80, p < .001. 

 
16. Help clients reflect on their beliefs about what happens after death. 

Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.49 vs. “No” 
responses = 66.30, t = 4.17, p < .001. 
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17. Help clients reflect on their beliefs about loss or other difficult life 
situations. Personally Done w/Clients:  No significant differences 
between “Yes” and “No” responses, t = .11, p = .91. 

 
18. Touch clients for “healing” purposes. Personally Done w/Clients:  

“Yes” responses = 73.32 vs. “No” responses = 69.18, t = 2.58, p = 
.011. 

 
19. Help clients develop religious/spiritual rituals as a practice 

intervention. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.47 vs. 
“No” responses = 66.70, t = 3.78, p < .001. 

 
20. Participate in client’s religious/spiritual rituals as a practice 

intervention. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 76.78 vs. 
“No” responses = 68.13, t = 6.16, p < .001. 

 
21. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual beliefs or practices 

are helpful. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.95 vs. 
“No” responses = 63.64, t = 4.51, p < .001. 

 
22. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual beliefs or practices 

are harmful. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.93 vs. 
“No” responses = 67.38, t = 2.74, p = .007. 

 
23. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual support systems are 

helpful. Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 70.43 vs. “No” 
responses = 63.57, t = 3.03, p = .003. 

 
24. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual support systems are 

harmful.  Personally Done w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 71.18 vs. 
“No” responses = 66.85, t = 3.29, p = .001. 

 
25. Share your own religious or spiritual beliefs or views. Personally Done 

w/Clients:  “Yes” responses = 72.59 vs. “No” responses = 66.29, t = 
5.63, p < .001. 

 
26. Gather information on clients’ religious or spiritual backgrounds. 

View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 
70.46 vs. “No” responses = 60.86, t = 4.36, p < .001.   
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27. Use or recommend religious or spiritual books or writings. View as 
Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 71.97 vs. 
“No” responses = 62.47, t = 7.54, p < .001. 

 
28. Pray privately for a client. View as Appropriate Social Work 

Intervention:   “Yes” responses = 72.65 vs. “No” responses = 63.24, t 
= 8.00, p < .001. 

 
29. Pray or meditate with a client. View as Appropriate Social Work 

Intervention:   “Yes” responses = 73.37 vs. “No” responses = 64.83, t 
= 8.00, p < .001. 

 
30. Use religious or spiritual language or concepts. View as Appropriate 

Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 71.23 vs. “No” 
responses = 60.32, t = 6.82, p < .001. 

   
31. Help clients clarify their religious or spiritual values. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention:   “Yes” responses = 70.80 vs. 
“No” responses = 65.48, t = 3.33, p = .001. 

 
32. Recommend participation in a religious or spiritual support system, 

program or activity. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:   
“Yes” responses = 70.71 vs. “No” responses = 62.78, t = 4.51, p < 
.001. 

 
31. Refer clients to others for religious or spiritual counseling or direction. 

View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 
70.16 vs. “No” responses = 62.78, t = 2.46, p = .015. 

 
32. Recommend regular religious/spiritual self-reflective diary or journal 

keeping.  View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:   “Yes” 
responses = 70.79 vs. “No” responses = 62.96, t = 4.82, p < .001. 

 
33. Recommend religious or spiritual forgiveness, penance, or amends. 

View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention: ”Yes” responses = 
72.54 vs. “No” responses = 65.98, t = 5.68, p < .001. 

 
34. Discuss role of religious or spiritual beliefs in relation to significant 

others. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 72.54 vs. “No” responses = 65.98, t = 5.68, p < .001. 
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35. Assist clients to reflect critically on religious or spiritual beliefs or 

practices. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 70.40 vs. “No” responses = 64.47, t = 3.01, p = .003. 

 
36. Help clients assess the religious or spiritual meaning of dreams. View 

as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 71.14 vs. 
”No” responses = 66.61, t =  3.56, p < .001. 

 
37. Help clients consider the spiritual meaning of his/her current life 

situation. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:   “Yes” 
responses = 71.18 vs. “No” responses = 67.73, t = 2.83, p = .005. 

 
38. Help clients reflect on their beliefs about what happens after death. 

View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 
71.03 vs. “No” responses = 64.31, t = 4.54, p < .001. 

 
39. Help clients reflect on their beliefs about loss or other difficult life 

situations. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:   “Yes” 
responses = 70.68 vs. “No” responses = 65.29, t = 3.24, p = .001. 

 
40. Touch clients for “healing” purposes. View as Appropriate Social 

Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 69.93 vs. “No” responses = 
55.00, t = 1.80, p = .043. 

 
41. Help clients develop religious/spiritual rituals as a practice 

intervention. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 72.74 vs. “No” responses = 68.96, t = 2.65, p = .009. 

 
42. Participate in client’s religious/spiritual rituals as a practice 

intervention. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 74.64 vs. “No” responses = 67.43, t = 5.79, p < .001. 

 
43. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual beliefs or practices 

are helpful. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 70.62 vs. “No” responses = 60.50, t = 4.61, p < .001. 

 
44. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual beliefs or practices 

are harmful. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 70.51 vs. “No” responses = 66.79, t = 2.35, p = .02. 
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45. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual support systems are 

helpful. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 70.27 vs. “No” responses = 60.71, t = 3.05, p = .003. 

 
46. Help clients consider ways their religious/spiritual support systems are 

harmful. View as Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” 
responses = 70.63 vs. “No” responses = 66.47, t = 2.54, p = .012. 

 
47. Share your own religious or spiritual beliefs or views. View as 

Appropriate Social Work Intervention:  “Yes” responses = 72.51 vs. 
“No” responses = 65.65, t = 6.00, p < .001. 

 
48. Familiar with the DSM-IV V-code:  V62.89 Religious or Spiritual 

Problem.  “Yes” responses = 70.60 vs. “No” responses = 68.69, t = 
153, p = .065 (statistical trend). 

 
49. Consider clients’ religious or spiritual beliefs or practices in making an 

assessment.  “Yes” responses = 70.30 vs. “No” responses = 68.67, t = 
1.45, p = .075 (statistical trend). 

 
50. Ever pray for your clients.  “Yes” responses = 73.08 vs. “No” 

responses = 65.55, t = 6.69, p < .001. 
 

51. Ever pray with your clients.  “Yes” responses = 76.02 vs. “No” 
responses = 6813, t = 6.04, p < .001. 

 
52. Ever teach/recommend meditation to your clients.  “Yes” responses = 

71.66 vs. “No” responses = 66.02, t = 4.03, p < .001. 
 

53. Graduate level training in religion or theology.  “Yes” responses = 
72.30 vs. “No” responses = 69.56, t = 1.50, p = .068 (statistical trend). 

 
54. Attendance at professional workshop or conference in past 5 years 

dealing with some aspect of religion or spirituality.  “Yes” responses = 
71.78 vs. “No” responses = 67.33, t = 3.78, p < .001. 

 
 B. Divergent construct validity was tested by examining relationship of scale 

scores to responses to other variables that theoretically should not show a 
significant relationship.   
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It was hypothesized that a nonsignificant relationship would emerge 
between scale scores and the following 3 measures.  Analyses showed 
support for the null hypothesis concerning age, but significant 
relationships were found for number of years in social work practice and 
average number of clients seen a week. 

 
1. Age:  r = -.03, p = .72. 
 
2. Number of years in social work practice: r = .18, p = .007. 

 
3. Average number of clients seen per week:  r = .26, p < .001. 
 
Further testing of divergent construct validity involved predicting 
nonsignifi-cant differences between various sub-samples of the total 
sample on scale scores based on their responses to the following 4 
measures.  Analyses supported predictions of no difference in both 
comparisons. 

 
1. Gender:  No significant differences between males and females, t = 

.32, p = .75. 
 
2. Race/Ethnicity:  No significant differences between persons of color 

and caucasian respondents, t = .57, p = .57. 
 

3. Work Setting:  No significant differences between public and private 
work settings, t = 72, p = .48. 

 
4. Work location:  No significant differences between rural, urban, 

suburban or mixed work locations, F = .60, p = .62.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note:  Information reported from Studies #1 and #2 are based on the 19-item 
version of the RRSP.  Information reported from Study #3 is based on the revised 
18-item version of this measure, which is the version that is currently 
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recommended.  The following information provides scoring instructions for this 
revised 18- item version and a copy of the instrument. 
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SECTION II:  SCORING INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE 

“ROLE OF RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY IN PRACTICE” SCALE  

(18-item version) 
 
 

1. The first step is to reverse code the following items:  5, 6, 11, 12, 14, and 15 
as indicated:  (1 = 5, 2 = 4, 4 = 2, 5 = 1; 3 remains 3). 

 
2. Next compute a total scale score  by adding up the scores for the 18 items.  

The possible range in scores is 18 through 90, with higher scores indicating 
more positive attitudes towards the role of religion and spirituality in practice. 

 
3. Missing items:  It is suggested that the mean of the completed items be used to 

fill in for missing items up to 3 missing items.  If more than 3 items of the 
scale are not completed, a scale score should not be computed for that 
respondent. 
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 “Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice” (RRSP) © Scale 

 
The following questions ask your views about the appropriate role of religion or spirituality in social work practice.  To aid 
you in responding to these questions, the following definitions are provided below.  You will note that, for the purposes of 
this study, spirituality is more broadly defined than religion. 
 

Spirituality is defined as "the human search for meaning, purpose and connection with self, others, the 
universe, and ultimate reality, however one understands it.  This may or may not be expressed through 
religious forms or institutions”. 
 

 Religion is defined as "an organized structured set of beliefs and practices shared by a  
 community that is related to spirituality”.  
 
Please rate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement by circling the one number that best 
reflects your opinion on the 5-point scale. 
        
                  Strongly       Strongly 
                                                                                                       Disagree     Disagree       Neutral      Agree        Agree 
 
 
1. Spirituality is a fundamental 
 aspect of being human.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
2. Social workers should become 
 more sophisticated than they are 
 now in spiritual matters.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
3. It is important for social workers 
 to have knowledge about different 
 religious faiths and traditions.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
4. Religious concerns are outside of 
 the scope of social work practice.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
5. Spiritual concerns are outside of 
 the scope of social work practice.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
6. Social work practice with a  
 spiritual component has a better 
 chance to empower clients than 
 practice without such a component.         1                 2                 3                4               5  
 
7. Knowledge of clients' religious or 
 spiritual belief systems is important 
 for effective social work practice.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
 
8. Social workers should be able to 
 assess the positive or beneficial 
 role of religious or spiritual beliefs 
 and practices in clients' lives.        1                 2                 3                4               5 
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             Strongly                 Strongly 
                                                                                                   Disagree     Disagree       Neutral      Agree        Agree 
 
  9. Social workers should be able to 
 assess the negative or harmful 
 role of religious or spiritual beliefs 
 and practices in clients' lives. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
10. The use of religious language, 
 metaphors and concepts in social 
 work practice is inappropriate. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
11. The religious backgrounds of  
 clients do not particularly influ- 
 ence t he course or outcome of 
 social work practice. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
12. A social worker's use of scripture 
 or other religious texts in practice 
 is appropriate. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
13. It is against social work ethics t  
 ever pray with a client. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
14. The use of spiritual language, 
 metaphors and concepts in social 
 work language is inappropriate. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
15. It is sometimes appropriate for a  
 social worker to share his or her  
 own religious or spiritual beliefs 
 with a client. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
16. Addressing a client's religious 
 or spiritual beliefs is necessary for 
 holistic social work practice. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
17. Social work education should  
 include content on religious 
 and spiritual diversity. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
18. Social work education should 
 include content on how to 
 effectively deal with religious or 
 spiritual issues in practice. 1                 2                 3                4               5 
 
 
 
          © Michael J. Sheridan, Ph.D., 1994; revised 2000 
NOTE:   Information utilized from this material should be cited as follows (APA format): 
 
Sheridan, M. J.  (2000).  The “Role of Religion and Spirituality in Practice” (RRSP)  scale:  
 Psychometric information and scoring instructions (3rd ed.).  Richmond, VA:  Virginia 
 Commonwealth University.  
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