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THE INTEGRATION OF COMPETENCE, CONSCIENCE, AND COMPASSION

We begin with a quote from our initial 2007 Institutional Proposal to WASC that defines competence, conscience, and compassion. This will provide a useful background for the discussion below: 

Competence emphasizes the acquisition of knowledge across multiple areas, the practice of critical thinking, and the pursuit of lifelong learning. Conscience informs and develops the moral compass in students, regardless of their religious or cultural heritage, and establishes the importance of living an ethical life, recognizing consequences, and addressing justice issues. Compassion nurtures the human desire and will to fashion a more humane, just, and sustainable world. It means using knowledge for the well-being of all, especially the poor and powerless. [“Educating for Competence, Conscience, and Compassion, Executive Summary,” January 3, 2008, at http://www.scu.edu/wasc/upload/Hwelett-Ex-Summ-08-01-24.pdf] 

Immediately after this text, the Institutional Proposal noted that Santa Clara University views these three—competence, conscience, and compassion—as an integrated whole. After its October 19-22 site visit, the WASC visiting team in its Capacity and Preparatory Review report noted the importance of “assessing the integration of competence, conscience, and compassion.” (p. 34) The team pointed out that “If SCU truly aims at the actual integration in the student of competence, conscience, and compassion, rather than merely exposure to elements which foster each of these, or knowledge about them, then it will need to be creative in designing its own ways of measuring or finding evidence of this integration and learning from its findings for the improvement of its programs.” (pp. 7-8) 

Santa Clara University commissioned Eduventures, an educational research group, to replicate an earlier study of student responses to mission-related items from the College Senior Survey (CSS) and Survey of Incoming Freshmen (SIF).  The study compared how SCU student responses from 2005-2007 compared to responses from 1995-1997, and how the responses of SCU students compared to responses of students at other benchmark institutions.  The study focused much of its attention on Santa Clara’s mission of educating for competence, conscience, and compassion.  Importantly, most of the items analyzed do not measure the achievement of a single member of the trio of competence, conscience and compassion.  They measure, rather, the achievement of integrated expressions of competence, conscience, and compassion.  These items in effect measure the degree of success SCU has had in achieving the development in our students of an integrated realization of competence, conscience, and compassion. Taken together, these items lead us to conclude that when SCU students graduate, “the actual integration in the student of competence, conscience, and compassion” has occurred.  The following items in the analysis support this conclusion:

1. One of the items in Figure 9 (p. 11) addresses the importance SCU students place on “helping others in difficulty.”  This item relates to both compassion (working to fashion a more humane just world) and to conscience (recognizing the importance of addressing justice issues).  According to the study, in the ten-year period between 1995-7 and 2005-7, SCU students improved significantly in the importance they placed on helping those in difficulty (from 70.8% in 1995-1997, to 80% in 2005-7).  Moreover, Table 3 shows the increase at SCU (+9%) was about three times larger than similar increases at other private institutions (+2.4%) and at other 4-year institutions (+3.5%).  Also striking is the change from the freshman year (68.1%) to the senior year (80%) seen in Figure 10 (p. 13) in the 2005-7 data.  

2.  A second item in Figure 9 addresses how much importance students attribute to “participating in community action programs.” This item relates to compassion (fashioning a more just world), and to conscience (recognizing the importance of living an ethical life) as well as to competence (students need skills and knowledge to be able to participate in community action programs and participation in these programs helps them improve and acquire new skills and knowledge).  The study indicates that between 1995-7 and 2005-7, the percentage of SCU students that felt that participating in community action programs is important, increased significantly from 35.7% to 42.3%. Figure 10 indicates that in the 2005-7 data a much larger portion of SCU students rate participation in community action programs as important during their senior year (42.3%) than they did when in their freshman year (34.1%).  These figures suggest that SCU’s programs succeeded in developing in our students this outlook which rests on an integrated combination of competence, conscience, and compassion.

3. Two other items in Figure 9 address how often students “performed volunteer work,” which would relate to compassion (working to fashion a more humane and just world) to conscience (living an ethical life) and to competence (since students need knowledge and understanding to engage in volunteer work).  The study indicates that performance of volunteer work among SCU students declined in frequency during the ten-year period between 1995-7 and 2005-7.  However, similar declines occurred in all institutions of higher education, and, as the study suggests, the national decline could be accounted for by a number of possible factors that are extraneous to SCU.  In addition, one crucial factor that is not mentioned in the study, is the fact that the use of the term “volunteer work” and its implications are not encouraged at SCU, which instead favors the use of terms such as “community based experience,” “solidarity with those in need,” and “empowerment.”

4.  Table 7 (p. 14) reports the extent to which students disagreed with the statement that “an individual can do little to bring about change to society.” This issue relates primarily to compassion (i.e., to engaging in activities that bring about social change), and secondarily to competence  (i.e., to an understanding of how social change occurs).  74% of SCU students disagreed with this statement, and essentially believe that individuals can bring about social change.  This result is greater than results from other private institutions (72.2%) and slightly greater than from other 4-year institutions (73.8 %). It should be noted that SCU tends to deemphasize the extent to which individuals working alone should try to effect change, and instead favors the idea of working together in solidarity with others to bring about social change.

5. Table 8 (p.15) shows that between 1995-7 and 2005-7, the percentage of SCU students reporting that they had much stronger leadership skills than when they entered college, increased from 24.1% to 34.4%.  Leadership skills relate directly to compassion (the ability to work to create a more just world) and to competence (having the knowledge and skills to manage and lead people).  Moreover, the percentage of SCU students that report increased leadership skills was greater (34.4%) than at other private institutions (30.3%) and at other 4-year institutions (31.3%). The 2005-7 results from Question 5 (p. 24) indicate that 97.2% of the Engineering students, 99.2% of the Business students and 98.4% of the Arts & Sciences students at SCU reported their leadership skills were “stronger” or “much stronger” than when they first started college. 

6. Some significant findings relate to SCU students’ responses on the study questions presented in Figure 11 (p. 15), and Tables 10 and 11 (p. 16) about their understanding of community problems and of the nation’s problems.  Having an understanding of community and national problems relates to both competence (the acquisition of knowledge and understanding) and to conscience (being sensitive to problems of social justice and the importance of addressing them).  Tables 10 and 11 show that at all institutions of higher learning the percentages of students reporting improved understanding of the problems facing both the community and the nation increased during the ten-year period between 1995-7 and 2005-7, and students at all institutions report that between their freshman and senior years they acquired a much stronger understanding of the problems facing both the community and the nation. However, the increase among SCU students was close to double or triple that of other institutions of higher education.   Events and changes that occurred outside of Santa Clara University—such as the war in Iraq, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the spread of the internet, recessions, etc.—cannot explain these dramatic differences between SCU students and those of other colleges, because students everywhere were experiencing the same changes and events.  Instead, these differences between the students of SCU and students at other institutions seem to indicate the effectiveness of the educational experience they received at SCU and that this unique pedagogical experience, based on educating for competence, conscience and compassion, produces a graduate that is different from those of other institutions of higher learning. Finally, results from Question 6 (p. 25) show that the percentage of students reporting that their understanding of the problems facing the community was either “stronger” or “much stronger” was, remarkably, 100% among SCU’s Engineering students, 97.9% among SCU’s Business students, and 98.8% among SCU’s Arts and Sciences students.  Results from Question 7 (p. 26) indicate that the percentage of students reporting that their understanding of the problems facing the nation was either “stronger” or “much stronger” was 100% among SCU’s Engineering students, 98.8% among SCU’s Business students, and 99.2% among SCU’s Arts and Sciences students.  These are extraordinary findings. 

7.  Table 12 (p. 17) reports on the extent to which students have changed in the importance they place on promoting racial understanding.  This issue relates to both conscience (recognizing the importance of a moral/ethical issue) and competence (acquiring an understanding of other races).  The results show that whereas in the ten years between 1995-7 and 2005-7, the proportion of students at private institutions who recognized the importance of this issue increased by .7%, and the proportion of those at 4-year institutions actually decreased by 2.1%, the proportion of SCU students who regard the promotion of racial understanding as important, increased by a substantial percentage: 4.3%.  This is an impressive difference and again indicates that SCU’s unique pedagogical environment succeeds in educating its students into an integrated combination of competence, conscience, and compassion.

8.  Table 13 (p .17) displays the extent to which students reported that their knowledge of other races and cultures was “much stronger” when they graduated than when they entered SCU.  This issue relates to both competence (the acquisition of an understanding of other races and cultures) and conscience (a sensitivity to racial and cultural differences and issues) .  Between 1995-7 and 2005-7 the percentage of SCU students who said their knowledge of other races and cultures was “much stronger” grew from 22.0% to 30.9% (an increase of 8.9%), which was greater than the increase among students in private institutions (6.9%) and in 4-year institutions (6.6%) The percentage of SCU students who report in 2005-7 that their knowledge of other races and cultures became “much stronger” while in college is greater (30.9%), than the percentages of students in private institutions (25.9%) and of those in 4-year Institutions (25.6%).  Moreover, the percentage of SCU students who report that their knowledge of other races and cultures became either “stronger” or “much stronger” (Question 11, p. 30) was 100% among SCU’s Engineering students, 97.5% among SCU’s Business students, and 98.8% among SCU’s Arts and Sciences students. These are extremely high percentages.

9. Table 14 (p. 18) includes an item that displays the percentage of SCU students who reported that their ability to get along with people of different races and cultures was “much stronger” than when they started at SCU.  This issue relates to compassion (working to fashion a more humane and just world) as well as to conscience (sensitivity to and recognition of issues related to justice). The percentage of SCU students who reported that their ability to get along with people of different races and cultures was stronger than when they entered SCU grew from 22% to 27.4% during the ten-year period between 1995-7 and 2005-7, an increase of 5.4%.  Moreover, the results from Question 12 (p. 32) suggest that the percentage of students who reported their ability to get along with different races and cultures was either “stronger” or “much stronger” was a remarkable 97.2% among Engineering students, 98.8% among Business students, and 99.2% among Arts and Sciences students.

10. Also in Table 14 (p. 18) there is an item that displays the frequency with which students reported socializing with people of another race.  This issue relates to both compassion (working toward a more just world) and competence (coming to understand people of other races). and conscience (a sensitivity to the issue of race relations). The number of SCU students who reported “occasional” or “frequent” socializing with people of another race grew between 1995-7 and 2005-7 from 65.5% to 96.3%, a remarkable increase of 30.8%.  As we noted above, the percentage of SCU students who reported an increase in their ability to get along with people of different races and cultures increased during this period from 22% to 27.4%.  The coupling of an increase in interracial socializing with an increase in the ability to get along with people of other races and cultures is not surprising, since it has been demonstrated that contact between groups reduces intergroup prejudice (See the analytic review of the literature by Thomas F. Pettigrew and Linda R. Tropp, “Does Intergroup Contact Reduce Prejudice?  Recent Meta-Analytic Findings,” in Stuart Oskamp, editor, Reducing Prejudice and Discrimination, (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000).  This serves as an example of how the various ways in which SCU educates for competence, conscience and compassion reinforce and support each other.

In summary the analysis as a whole provides a profile of the SCU graduate that demonstrates an integrated achievement of competence, conscience, and compassion, and demonstrates, too, that this achievement is unique to Santa Clara University.  SCU students at graduation have become more inclined to help others and more inclined to value participation in community service (the co-development of conscience and compassion), they are confident in their ability to change and improve the world (the co-development of competence and compassion), they believe they have the skills and competencies needed to lead people when change is needed (the co-development of competence, conscience, and compassion), they have acquired an understanding of the community and their society that enables them to see what must be changed or improved (the co-development of competence and conscience), they place a high value on understanding other races and cultures and on improving relations between themselves and people of other races and cultures (the co-development of competence, conscience, and compassion), and they demonstrate a willingness to socialize and interact with people of other races and cultures (the co-development of competence, conscience, and compassion).  Moreover, the analysis indicates that the extent to which this integrated growth in competence, conscience, and compassion has been fostered in the SCU student surpasses the extent to which comparable growth has occurred in students at other private and 4-year institutions, and so is a unique outcome of an SCU education.

