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Impact of College on Religion 

Going to college can be a difficult transition for many coming out of High School. Often times 

the student will have to leave family and friends behind to go pursue the beginning of the rest of the 

student’s life. Arriving on campus can be a fresh start for many and can help an individual become more 

of the person that they will be later in life. This will be the platform where a student will make choices, 

some small and some big. Here is where some students will have to make a choice to continue the 

religion that they brought from home, find a religion that suits them at this stage in life, or to denounce 

religion all together. Either choice is socially and morally sound and is for each person to make based on 

their beliefs, however due to the ever strengthening liberal nature of Universities or Colleges, religion 

tends to become muted in regards to “accommodating” for a new life students find in college. So a 

student is not making a choice anymore based on their beliefs but based on the thoughts and feelings of 

the student body around them. 

“College students are almost evenly divided into three camps when it comes to faith, according 

to a new study released (Thursday). About a third, 32%, are true believers. Another 32% are spiritual but 

not religious. And 28% consider themselves secular” (Smietana, Bob.). Though this is the split of the 

students in college, it is important to have a number to compare to the number of students who 

graduate from high-school and do not go to college. It is also worth noting that the second of these 

categories is “spiritual but not religious”. This is where there are people who graduate from high school 
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and continue in their religion but do not actively participate. It is also worth noting that just twenty 

years ago the question on campus in regards to religion was not what religion you classified yourself as 

but what form of Christian religion you classified yourself as. 

The choosing of religion is very important to some individuals and is something that could take 

anywhere from just learning about the particular religion to years of research and patience. 

Understanding religion is not to understand the belief or practice of just one person or group of people 

but to take every religion and every person’s way of observing their religion. In most cases religion is 

passed from parents to children or through the community the family lives in. However in the world that 

we live in today one can explore religion and truly get to understand the vastly different religions and 

choose based on lifestyle, etc. Then to add to the atmosphere, religion is practice at its lowest during 

the age most college students are seniors or just graduated. “Data from 30 years of the General Social 

Survey pinpoints age 22 as the point in the life course when average levels of weekly or more frequent 

church attendance are at their lowest (17 percent)”(Regnerus, Mark D.) .  

Getting some personal testimony from some students who are currently attending college and 

find out what their opinion was about how college and how it affects religion was as simple as asking 

some currently enrolled students.  In fact one student said “I was raised Christian by my parents, but 

upon moving away and attending (college) I have felt like religion is still a priority in my life but I do not 

attend church or practice my religion in public”(Daton, Peter). Where each personal testimony is based 

on just the person and has many factors that attribute to their decision, one can take a random sample 

and report what they have found like the General Survey of the student body. Here a student said that 

they do not practice religion in public which can show that there is some point from when the student 

left home to when a student attended college that they are no longer practicing in public. This is still just 

one opinion as covering the other viewpoints is also just as important. 
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Another view point puts the parents in the spotlight as they were too forceful on the student at 

the early stages of their life and college was “liberating” to their choice to abandon religion. This is more 

often the case as most students who go to college are there to learn and upon learning about the 

different religions they can open their mind to their options to all the religions that exist. In regards to 

the shadowing of the students peers in college mixed with the over pressured parents ,“The common 

suspects are the secularizing tendencies of higher education and the cognitive dissonance (or guilt) 

caused by deviation from (religious) norms taught by parents” (Regnerus, Mark D.).  

College is a place where intellectuals congregate to open one another’s mind to the different 

possibilities of study and research. This is also a great place where people who have or have not 

participated in religion can choose if religion is something that follows their views and beliefs. As 

another student has said “… if I should be religious. If having that (religion) constant thing in your life 

that won’t change a need in my life.”(Thompson, Chris) The student was trying to show that even 

coming from a religious background, upon coming to college he has not seen what is so important about 

religion and what effect it has on him as an individual. This is yet another way that college impacts the 

student, in this sense in a positive way where the student said that they could contemplate what was 

important to them. 

At the heart of each of these students testimony and at the base of the articles is the fact that a majority 

of these students go away from home to an atmosphere that preaches the “believability” of religion. 

This is the case where most students are taught that education is the most important thing to learn 

about at a college and not about the individual themselves. In a way, one can see that this is partially 

because of an identity issue with religion. This can be because the student body “devaluates” common 

practices associated with religion. When growing up, parents taught the children that they would have 

to follow the practice of the religion openly and commonly to be in good standing with the religion. 

Then the individuals go to college where they choose not to follow these practices and they come to 
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realize that there is no immediate consequence to not following these practices. Therefore the students 

tend to drift toward not going to church or other places of worship because where they could fail a class 

for not attending the lecture, a student will not fail a religion or not attending sermon. 

The last instance of religious following in college is what was mentioned earlier about the 

students who keep their religion from childhood and choose not to actively participate or their 

attendance to religious practices diminish over their college experience. This group has many different 

ways to explain their behavior, from something as simple as “I forgot to go to church” to as complex as 

“I just do not believe in the same practices as the church, but I am still religious”. These reasons can be 

honest or could just be the way the student deals with their religious struggle in their early twenty’s. 

Either way this single group could account for about one third of the student population at any given 

university. 

Another viewpoint is from the perspective of courtesy. This can happen even with non-college 

students, but being submerged in a habitation like a college can have a greater impact on the individual. 

By courtesy I mean that in modern day society, religion has become a taboo topic. Where hundreds of 

years ago you could not go to town or anywhere in a village without religion being such a huge topic of 

conversation, to now where the conversation of religion is considered inappropriate.  

It is obvious that religion is taking a back seat to education in college, however that is usually the plan. A 

student does not go to college, usually, to study and practice religion but tends to make friends and 

network amongst their peers. This begins the first step away from religion as what is a priority to some 

becomes less of a priority, if a priority at all, to many students who classify as true believers or spiritual. 

It is interesting how simple things that are also as intricate, in life as a college student that have the 

greatest impact on character and the choice to follow religion. The influence does not just stop with 

college but also has to do with politics and background, it is just the believability of religion tends to be 
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spotlighted in college unlike any other single institution.  College is a time for a student or individual to 

find themselves, usually to find what area of study or what career path they want to take on for the 

remainder of their life. Still in some cases, in reference to the life after, college could be for life, and 

religion could be forever.  
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