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Changing students, changing institutions: 
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change and institutional capacity 
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Schools are welcoming—and actively recruit-
ing—students from communities that are new to 
their context and school culture. What might this 
mean for schools’ readiness to serve these stu-
dents well and to embrace the different realities 
and perspectives they bring?

This frame examines the 
structures, resources, and 
formal commitments a 
school brings to this work. 

This frame focuses on how 
members of the community 
actually experience belonging, 
tension, and empowerment. 

Insঞtuঞonal 
Viability 
and Vitality 

This frame addresses 
recruitment and retention 
of students and the financial 
and life realities students 

navigate.

Access 
and Success

This frame looks at 
curriculum, faculty 
research, and how 
that work is 

institutionally recognized. 

Educaঞon 
and Scholarship

Climate 
and Intergroup 
Experience

Four-Point Framework
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ments (77 percent) or including demographic data in 

annual reports (64 percent). A smaller proportion of 

schools also have made structural adaptations, such as 
incorporating measurable demographic goals in strategic 

plans (52 percent), structuring task forces related to this 

work to report directly to senior administration (30 

percent), or annually rpercent), or annually reviewing governance structures in 

response to demographic change (30 percent).

Schools differ on these approaches in both Schools differ on these approaches in both expected and 

surprising ways. For example, the school’s ecclesial family 

matters in terms of having a diversity statement. Mainline 

schools are near-universal adopters (94 percent); Evangel-

ical schools trail yet with a super majority (73 percent); 

and Catholic or Orthodox schools are the outlier (42 

percent). An important, surprising finding by school type is 

that, where efforts to engage across demographic differ-

ences are explicitly grounded in theological or doctrinal 

commitments, schools are more likely to have a diversity 

statement, and indeed 67 percent of the schools indicate 

that this work is grounded in their theological commit-

ments. There are particularities in each context that may 

contribute to these distributions. If increasing adaptive 

capacity in this work is a goal, schools should consider 

carefully what those distinctives are and whether they are 

insurmountable. 

While some approaches are more difficult in constrained situ-

ations, focusing on key structural adaptations—embedding 

the work into existing structures and making explicit the 

school’s commitments to serving changing student popula-

tions—could be a strategic way to increase capacity without 

prohibitively impacting their financial picture.  

Finding #2: from the Climate 
and Intergroup Experience frame

Chart A
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that are not formally recognized in tenure/promotion 

evaluations—differs by race. Asian, Black, Latine, and 

Multiracial faculty were much more apt to report frequent 

experience (see chart C above).

Schools’ views diffeSchools’ views differ, again, by ecclesial family. A majority 

of Mainline schools (78 percent) and Catholic or Orthodox 

schools (63 percent) agree that barriers exist, whereas 

fewer than half (36 percent) of Evangelical schools agree. 

Surprisingly, the theological commitments that shape 

schools’ approach to student formation matters in terms 

of faculty/staff empowerment. Deans were asked to name 

which of eight (plus which of eight (plus “other”) commitments most clearly 

shape their approach to student formation and leadership 

preparation. Included in the option list were faithfulness 

to historic Christian tradition, biblical authority and inter-

pretation, engagement with broader society, evangelism 

and mission expansion, and others. Schools where a com-

mitment to social justice is a foundation to their approach 

to student formation are far more likely to report their  

faculty/staff feel empowered to address demographic 

change. Well more than a third of the social justice schools 

(as compared to four percent of the non-social justice 

schools) report the strongest “empowered” response.

Chart  B

Chart  C
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Institutional recognition for this kind of scholarly work 

differs significantly by school type—evidenced by a 

40-percentage point difference. More than half (56 

percent) of social-justice schools give tenure/promotion 

credit; only 16 percent of non-social-justice schools do. 

Other school characteristics matter as well. Faculty 

research on changing demogresearch on changing demographics is also strongly tied to 

another approach to student formation. Faculty at schools 

whose approach to formation and leadership preparation 

is shaped by engagement with broader society are more 

likely to be involved in research in this area. Interestingly, 

tenure and promotion credit for this work relates signifi-

cantly, though not as strongly, to two other approaches to 

student formation. Schools whose approach to formation student formation. Schools whose approach to formation 

are shaped by biblical authority and interpretation or by 

faithfulness to historic Christian tradition are more likely 

to count this kind of scholarly work in tenure and promo-

tion portfolios.
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Increasing institutional capacity to adapt to the change 

that students bring is multilayered with a wide range of 

possibilities, beyond the tactic of broadening the range 

of backgrounds and experiences represented among 

faculty and administrators or the tactic of expanding 

scholars included in course syllabi—there are many 

more possible strategies. The study hopes to illumi-

nate the nate the range of strategies used by schools and 

expand the imagination of schools and their leaders for 

adaptive change in this work, for the benefit of their 

students, the communities from which they come, and 

ultimately the religious world and the broader public.

1ATS collects enrollment data on the race/ethnicity, gender, denomination, and 
age of students and its reporting is limited to these demographic categories.

2See Daryl G. Smith’s framework for diversity (e.g., Diversity’s Promise for 
Higher Education: Making It Work, Johns Hopkins University Press) for an 
in-depth explanation of the frames highlighted in this article.

3 Note that, because of positive skewing in the GSQ and Regular Faculty survey 
—a common occurrence in ATS survey responses—focus was placed on the 
positive response options for analysis.

4 4 Only one Indigenous faculty member responded to the faculty survey and, 
thus, omitted from analysis.
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