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Abstract

The paper introduces the concept of honors in 
the U.S. and delineates its major components 
before discussing community colleges and the 
role honors programs play in them. It focuses 
on the significance of honors to a subset of first-
generation college students who are often from low 
socioeconomic status as well. The paper reviews 
the literature regarding the reaction of such students 
to the socializing process as it is exemplified 
by the increased opportunity for faculty-student 
interaction in and outside class and the intellectual 
and personal growth it engenders, particularly in 
the honors environment. With success from such 
programs manifesting in increased persistence, 
shorter time to graduation and lowered “transfer 
shock” upon moving to a baccalaureate degree-
granting college or university, the paper argues that 
honors at the community college level, far from 
being elitist, is a high return enterprise, one whose 
dividends are paid not only to second or multi-
generational college students, but to fi rst-generation 
students who, without honors offerings are not as 
likely to flourish in their academic pursuits and 
beyond. 
 
Keywords: community college, honors, elitism, 
first-generation college students,  learning 
community

Introduction

This paper is the fi rst fruit of a sabbatical spent in 
residence at the University of Montana, Missoula’s 
Davidson Honors College, where I was afforded 
the opportunity to teach a one-credit Introduction 

to Honors course to twenty incoming honors 
students, take part in many Davidson events 
including meeting with student, faculty and staff, 
and external advisory committees, observing the 
regular seven-year external review of the Davidson 
Honors College, and mingling with major donors 
to the Davidson at a banquet on campus. I was able 
to attend both the 45th Annual Conference of the 
National Collegiate Honors Council as well as its 
Western Regional Honors Council Conference by 
virtue of my association with the Davidson Honors 
College, which also resulted in invitations to visit 
by the Dean of the Honors College at Washington 
State University as well as the Director of the 
Scholars Program at Flathead Valley Community 
College. Without the advice and assistance of 
Dean James McKusick and the rest of the staff at 
the Davidson, my work would have been far less 
fruitful and my stay far less pleasant. 
　In this paper I will introduce the concept of 
honors in the United States, discuss the role of 
community colleges in the scheme of American 
higher education and investigate the role that 
honors programs play nurturing motivated, often 
non-traditional or low socioeconomic status SES 
students in their quest for a better life.     

What Is Honors?

　Honors programs and colleges have spread and 
prospered in the United States for over a century 
and can be found today throughout academia, from 
large universities—both national and regional—to 
small liberal arts colleges and community colleges 
in every state.
　From inception, honors has been designed to 
academically challenge intellectually advanced 
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students by fostering independent thinking and 
collaborative research in the gifted, the motivated, 
and the persistent in anticipation of them becoming 
leaders on campus and in society. Honors provides 
a workshop for educational experimentation, 
serves as a locus for innovation in teaching and 
learning among faculty and students, the results of 
which can be adapted and applied institution-wide 
to benefit the general student body when honors 
students interact with non-honors students in and 
out of class and energized instructors endeavor to 
include other students and colleagues in an honors-
inspired learning community. By engaging students 
in community affairs with its emphasis on service 
learning, honors also broadens their intellectual 
and civic horizons and benefi ts other members of 
the college community as well as civic groups and 
the community at large.

Goals of an Honors Program

　The benefits of an honors program or college 
are often thought to focus on the students taking 
part in it, but the goals of an honors program are 
far broader and benefi t a far larger population, both 
at the college and in the civic society of which the 
institution is an integral part. The goals of honors 
programs are fourfold: 1) to stimulate creative, 
critical thinking skills in gifted and motivated 
students, 2) to raise the level of intellectual 
discourse at the institution hosting an honors 
program by encouraging interaction between 
honors students and the faculty teaching them 
with the general student/faculty/administrative 
population of the institution overall, 3) to bridge the 
town and gown gap and instill civic responsibility 
in students by civic engagement programs, and 4) 
to improve institutional scholastic reputation and 
thereby increase both the number of applications 
to the institution and the quality of applicants by 
virtue of the good works and practices of students 
in its honors program.

Kinds of Honors

　There are two general categories of honors at 

institutions of higher learning, honors programs 
and honors colleges. Both should be fully 
institutionalized, that is, they should have a “clear 
mandate from the institution’s administration” to 
avoid relying upon the “good will and energy of 
particular faculty members or administrators for 
survival” (National Collegiate Honors Council 
[NCHC], 2010a). Honors programs, the leaner of 
the two, may be either university-wide, also known 
as general honors, or departmental. General and 
departmental honors may co-exist. 
　Many honors colleges begin life as honors 
p r o g r a m s .  U p o n  r e a c h i n g  c r i t i c a l  m a s s 
academically and financially within the host 
institution, they may become honors colleges, 
which enjoy more stature, independence and 
resources, and can therefore be more flexible in 
formulating honors policy than either university-
wide or departmental programs. 

Basic Elements of an Honors Program
　Personnel: A bare-bones college-wide honors 

program will have a director and faculty, 
often on partial release to the program from 
departments within the college. Dedicated 
support staff guarantee the functioning of 
the program and should not be considered 
optional. 

　Courses: An honors program will include:
　　•Honors Sections of from five to twenty 

students of general education and selected 
other courses. The NCHC recommends that 
a minimum of 15% of an honors student’s 
coursework be in honors courses, with 20% 
to 25% being common. Honors students 
are seldom required to take more courses or 
credits than non-honors students. 

　　•Honors Contracts are agreements between a 
student and instructor that delineate specific 
conditions to be met for honors credit to be 
given, either for work by a student beyond 
what is required by a course syllabus (also 
known as “in-course honors” or in fulfi llment 
of a one-off independent study. It is a low-cost 
alternative to a full-blown honors course with 
limited enrollment. Work required for honors 
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credit by contract may be left entirely to the 
instructor or may require review by an honors 
committee and the completed project should 
be presented publicly upon completion. 
Venues for presentation may include classes, 
colloquia, or other special events held to 
recognize work by honors students. 

　　•Independent Study is an essential element 
of an honors program that allows students to 
undertake self-initiated research under the 
guidance of a faculty member of their choice. 
Honors students should be encouraged to take 
advantage of independent study opportunities, 
with some programs requiring a certain 
percentage of honors work to have been 
completed in independent study.

　Civic Engagement: Civic engagement is an 
essential component of honors education

　　known as service learning. It is an effort to 
bring students and the community together 
for the benefit  of both. Students grow 
intellectually and personally by applying 
what they have learned in the classroom to 
the world outside academia by working with 
members of the community to solve a problem 
or improve some aspect of life; the community 
benefits by the students’ growing awareness 
of the issues facing civil society and bringing 
elements of the community into contact with 
those pursuing academic degrees who might 
not otherwise have such an opportunity. A 
certain number of hours volunteering may be 
required for completion of an honors program.

　Honors Capstone: The culmination of the 
honors educational experience, whether 
at the two or four-year level, the honors 
capstone will distill the academic and service 
experiences of the honors student in a project 
or thesis that goes beyond what is normally 
required by the college for graduation. It may 
be undertaken in a seminar designed for that 
purpose or as an independent study, but the 
proposal must be vetted by the institutional 
equivalent of an honors committee, comprised 
of the director or dean of the program and 
any members of the faculty, staff, and recent 

honors program graduates that he or she 
chooses. The capstone project or thesis should 
be presented at a college honors symposium 
designed to showcase the work of graduating 
honors students.   

Benefits of an Honors Program to its students, 
the college, and the community: 

　From a student’s perspective, the most important 
benefits of an honors program derive from the 
intellectual stimulation of attending small classes 
with other accomplished, intellectually curious 
students and the enhanced access to the faculty 
who teach them, faculty selected from among the 
best the institution has to offer. Other privileges 
include priority access to scholarships and 
internships, priority registration, extended library 
privileges, and honors designation on transcripts 
and diplomas, which can improve employment 
opportunities. 
　Non-honors students benefit from an honors 
program as  wel l .  Seventy-f ive percent  of 
coursework by honors students is completed in 
non-honors courses with non-honors students.   
Honors students model study habits and intellectual 
curiosity for their peers and by their example 
challenge others, including instructors, to raise the 
level of discourse. Honors students may also be 
involved in peer mentoring non-honors students 
(Clauss, 2011). 
　For their part, faculty enjoy increased satisfaction 
from the stimulation they get by teaching students 
who are actively engaged in learning and the 
recognition they receive for being associated with 
honors. Unfortunately, increased pay for honors 
faculty is not common.
　The college or university’s reputation is also 
enhanced by the improved quality of students 
attracted by an honors program, and the increased 
awareness in the community of the college’s 
contributions to civil society that accompanies 
increased participation by faculty and students 
involved in service learning projects. Interestingly, 
Clauss (2011) has noted that at his home institution 
fully half of honors students indicated that they 
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came to the institution because of its honors 
program and 92% of those said that they would 
not have come had they not been accepted to the 
honors program.

The Community College in American Higher 
Education

　The American commitment to egalitarianism 
is manifest in the nation’s community colleges 
and their open admissions policies. All that is 
needed for enrollment is a desire to better oneself 
by learning. For a growing number of students 
in the United States, many of them low-income, 
first-generation or non-traditional students, 
matriculation at a community college near their 
home marks either the beginning of an academic 
journey toward a baccalaureate degree and beyond 
or an effort to improve job skills and secure work 
in the rapidly changing global job market. 
　Enrollment at the nation’s community colleges 
has increased steadily over the past two decades 
and accelerated with the recent  economic 
downturn. According to Sacks (2007), community 
colleges now enroll the majority of low-income 
students in higher education in the U.S (as cited 
in Braid, 2009). Rocky Mountain community 
colleges especially saw stratospheric growth 
in both full-time (31%) and part-time (39%) 
enrollment between fall 2007 and fall 2009 (Mullin 
& Phillippe, 2009), while national fi gures showed 
that over eight million enrolled in each year from 
2009 to 2011, up 21.8% since 2007 (Mullin & 
Phillippe, 2011). In fact, some 40% of full-time 
undergraduates nationwide are currently enrolled in 
public two-year institutions (College Board [CB], 
2011). 
　Unfortunately, underfunding of community 
colleges has become endemic over the past few 
years and shows few signs of improvement despite 
phenomenal enrollment growth in the sector. Many 
community colleges in California, for example, 
have been forced to cap enrollment due to reduced 
state funding. In fact, 20% of community colleges 
responding to a late 2010 survey by the American 
Association of Community Colleges claim they 

were unable to serve the needs of all eligible 
students (Phillippe & Mullin, 2011). 
　Two major forces appear to be amplifying 
the gravitational pull of community colleges: 
workforce development in the face of economic 
downturn and the steep rise in tuition and 
fees being charged by four-year colleges and 
universities, both public and private. In the former 
case, those fearing imminent job loss as well as 
many of the recently unemployed have chosen to 
enroll at community colleges in hopes of increasing 
job security by honing and updating skills of which 
they are already in possession or mastering new 
skills that will ease their transition into expanding 
sectors of the economy such as health care and 
renewable energy where the demand for skilled 
workers continues to grow (American Association 
of Community Colleges [AACC], 2010). 
　The influx of people already in the workforce 
into community colleges illustrates that demand 
for higher education services are countercyclical, 
that is, they rise as the economy slows. Such 
non-traditional students flowing into community 
colleges are typically older and often have families 
and other responsibilities such as care of elderly 
parents that preclude them from relocating to 
another city to attend a public four-year institution 
with all its attendant expenses. Data from multiple 
surveys of community college students conducted 
in 2011 indicate that 29% of full-time and 37% 
of part-time community college students spend at 
least eleven hours a week caring for dependents 
and well over half, 53% and 60% respectively, do 
so at least one hour a week (Center for Community 
College Student Engagement [CCCSE], 2012). 
With family members to care for, geographical 
proximity channels non-traditional students to 
community colleges in large numbers, particularly 
when jobs are scarce. Additionally, such students’ 
academic credentials may require that they get 
back on the academic track at a community college 
to improve their grade point average before moving 
on to fi nish at a baccalaureate-granting institution 
should they choose to do so. 
　The increase in community college attendance 
is also the result of recent high school graduates 
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forsaking attendance at a distant four-year college 
for a community college near home where 
expenses are far lower. The cost of attending 
such two-year institutions, highly subsidized 
by state appropriations, local tax levies, and 
federal Pell Grants for low income students as 
well as occasional private sector fundraising, is 
significantly lower than that incurred by a state 
resident attending a four-year state university, 
with average annual tuition $2,963 for community 
colleges in 2011-2012 compared to $8,244 for 
public, in-state four-year colleges and universities, 
fi gures that represent an 8.7% and an 8.3% increase 
over the previous year respectively (CB, 2011). 
Even with the cost of tuition and fees low in 
comparison to four-year colleges and universities, 
some 42% of part-time students and 19% of full-
time students attending community colleges work 
more than 30 hours per week according to the 
CCCSE’s 2012 report. 
　These students or their parents, who may have 
been fi rmly in the middle class until the economic 
upheavals that have wracked the country in recent 
years, are not only opting to reduce their tuition 
and fees expenses by two-thirds to three-quarters 
by attending a community college instead of a four-
year college or university for the first two years, 
by staying home and commuting to a community 
college they are also avoiding the added expense 
of room and board, which can vary by region and 
school but averages between $8,887 for public and 
$10,089 for private four-year schools (CB, 2011). 
Both the motivated non-traditional student and 
the traditional student, many of whom may have 
been in line for admission to a private or public 
university or their honors programs, are candidates 
for a community college honors program. 

Honors Programs in Community Colleges

　What awaits them at their local community 
college? Financial resources and institutional scale 
commonly dictate that community college honors 
are college-wide honors programs. They share 
many curricular components with larger honors 
programs at four-year institutions: traditional 

honors sections of general education courses taught 
by talented faculty as well as in-course honors 
contracts and independent-study opportunities, all 
of which offer an enriched academic experience. 
The programs may also offer a range of perquisites 
that include priority registration and enhanced 
access to internships and scholarships. Honors 
programs at community colleges may be general 
or departmental, with general programs being the 
norm and many courses fulfi lling general education 
requirements. Unlike larger four-year institutions, 
however, community college honors programs 
rarely have residential accommodations (honors 
dorms), or dedicated meeting or study space.
　There is a growing awareness that an honors 
program aids in recruitment of advanced students 
to the institution and raises the overall academic 
level as well as the reputation of the school. 
Testimony has shown that honors programs, far 
from “creaming” capable students from regular 
classes and therefore being culpable for dumbing 
down the academy overall, have actually drawn a 
large number of students with excellent academic 
records to institutions offering such programs, 
with the president of one such institution reported 
to have effused that “the honors program had 
generated better publicity for the college than its 
$500,000 advertising campaign” (Burnett, 2005). 
　As a result of modeling on success, honors 
programs in community colleges are expanding. 
Today, more than a third of all two-year colleges 
in the U.S. now offer honors programs that are 
by one account “equal to any honors track found 
at a smaller university” (Petersons, 2012). This 
figure represents a significant increase in honors 
programs from the mid-1990s, when Cohen and 
Brawer (1996) found that some twenty-fi ve percent 
of community colleges offered honors programs. 
In recognition of the advantages of honors at the 
Associate’s level and the importance of sharing 
information and experience, many institutions have 
ponied up to join the National Collegiate Honors 
Council (NCHC), a professional organization that 
counted 167 community colleges among its 1200 
members in 2009, accounting for around fifteen 
percent of its total membership (Moltz, 2010). 
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　The NCHC was created in 1966 to continue and 
expand the work of the Inter-University Committee 
on the Superior Student (ICSS), which had 
disbanded a year earlier when grant money dried 
up and the honors movement had reached critical 
mass in the view of many (Rinn, 2006). The first 
ICSS conference had drafted guidelines to a full 
honors program entitled “Sixteen Major Features 
of a Full Honors Program” intended to serve as 
a template for building an honors program and 
would later become the basis for the NCHC’s own 
“Basic Characteristics of a Fully developed Honors 
Program” and later “Basic Characteristics of a 
Fully Developed Honors College,” both of which 
are available from the NCHC website. 

Admission

　Students may gain admission to an honors 
program either upon acceptance to the college of 
their choice or later, when they have completed 
a pre-determined amount of coursework at the 
college level. Setting aside for the moment those 
community colleges which accept any student 
into an honors course who wishes to undertake 
the challenge, there are a wide variety of elements 
taken into consideration upon evaluation of a 
prospective or current student for admission to an 
honors program that may be condensed into the 
following categories, none of which are mutually 
exclusive and more than one of which may be 
required by the institution for acceptance: high 
school grade point average (GPA) or graduation 
in the top 15% of their class, SAT and/or ACT 
test scores above a certain level, essays, advanced 
placement evaluations, letters of recommendation, 
college GPA—usually in the 3.2 to 3.5 range, 
and an honors interview, ideally in-person. The 
use of interviews rather than test scores “can be 
an instrument for circumventing the ills of an 
education system that has become a business 
enterprise” because analysis of the results of 
tests such as SAT and ACT indicate that “the 
more affluent the test-takers and the higher the 
educational level of their parents, the likelier 
they are to get high scores” (Braid, 2009, p.72). 

Additionally, some programs allow admission by 
certain “non-academic means, such as petition 
based on life experience” (Outcalt, 1999). 

Population Served

　In contrast to the egalitarianism that permeates 
community colleges in support of their open-door 
admissions policies lies the fact that community 
college honors programs largely serve students 
who are white and female (Byrne, 1998; Outcalt, 
1999). While the demographics are largely in line 
with programs in four-year institutions, the facts 
conflict with mission statements in the minds of 
some. Charges of elitism have surrounded honors, 
particularly at community colleges for decades. 
Frank Aydelotte found it necessary to respond 
to respond to such criticism early, saying that it 
was based on a “misinterpretation of the idea of 
democracy” and going on the argue that “The best 
education for any individual is that which will 
develop his powers to the utmost” (Aydelotte, 1944 
as cited in Guzy, 2003, p.18). The egalitarian ideal 
of serving the whole community of students must 
include serving the best and most motivated among 
them by challenging them. 
　Providing remedial work for those who are ill-
prepared for the level of academic work required 
at a tertiary educational institution has proven 
relatively uncontroversial and can generally 
be funded without defending the need for such 
special attention to insure success; providing an 
appropriate level of intellectual engagement for 
those whose abilities and potential require a greater 
challenge is much more problematic at community 
colleges whose raison d'être is to serve everyone. 
It often involves crafting an argument in defense of 
serving a part of the learning community that can 
comprise less than ten percent of the student body 
but, interestingly, be composed of a large number 
of low SES and non-traditional students, many of 
whom have put in long hours, often in less than 
ideal conditions, to perform at a level that warrants 
honors recognition. This segment of the student 
population at community colleges helps invalidate 
criticism of honors programs as elitist.
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　Recent data, while not representing an increase 
in total share of enrollments, indicates that 
enrollment in community colleges has risen 21.8% 
from fall 2007 to well over 8 million and the 
percent of students enrolled in community colleges 
receiving Pell Grants rose 17% to approximately 2 
million in 201l (Mullin & Phillippe, 2011; Baum, 
Little, & Payea, 2011). Moreover, the proportion of 
Pell Grant recipients attending community colleges 
has risen from 31% to 34% during the same period. 
From these statistics alone it is clear that at least 
one quarter of community college students are 
lower income and receiving government grants to 
support their academic endeavors. 
　Community college honors programs have 
traditionally catered to those students whose initial 
experience in an institution of higher learning 
may have been informed by such non-academic 
considerations as geographical proximity, cost, and 
scheduling options that will permit continuation 
of work. They present a special set of challenges 
to community colleges because they are often 
not acculturated to academia. That is, they may 
have had little experience in an environment 
where parents, siblings, or friends have gone on to 
college and can provide support and advice about 
what is required to be successful in pursuing a 
degree. These low SES students react differently 
to socialization activities on and off campus than 
do students who come from more affl uent families 
or families in which parents have some college. 
Student-faculty interactions, for example, have 
been shown to have a positive impact on student 
satisfaction with their college experience, with 
more academically prepared students reporting 
more interactions (Kuh & Hu, 2001 as cited in 
Padgett, R. D., Goodman, K. M., Johnson, M. P., 
Saichaie, K, & Umbach, P. D.  (n.d.). Such out-
of-classroom contacts have also been reported 
to result in gains in both academic and cognitive 
development (Terenzini, Pascarella, & Blimling, 
1996).
　Accordingly, low-income and first-generation 
s tudents  inc luded  in  honors  programs a t 
community colleges—programs that increase 
student-faculty interaction outside the classroom 

as well  as  intel lectual  peer  interact ion in 
learning communities and co-curricular events—
benefit more from such interaction than other 
students, particularly those from more affluent 
circumstances. Efforts to draw these students into 
honors programs provide a higher rate of return 
on investment of time and financial resources, to 
say nothing of the improvement in life that begins 
with matriculation into an honors program at a 
community college for the students themselves.
　The recent economic downturn has drawn a 
second group of students into honors programs at 
community colleges, one which was, until recently, 
further up the income continuum, the middle-class 
student whose parents can no longer afford to pay 
for four years at a state college, let alone a private 
one. The executive director of Phi Theta Kappa, 
an honor society for community college students, 
noted that unlike during past recessions when there 
was an influx of non-traditional students, there 
are now more full-time, traditional-age students 
enrolling in community college honors programs 
who see them as a track to a selective or highly 
selective institution. (Moltz, 2010). Members of 
this group, already acculturated to higher education 
through parental experience, find themselves less 
able to afford it. 
　Honors programs at community colleges have 
been shown to prepare the traditionally underserved 
population of capable students for academic 
success both at the Associates level and, as transfer 
students, at the Baccalaureate level. Now they must 
provide students who have lowered their academic 
sights temporarily due to financial difficulties an 
opportunity to develop their intellectual skills 
further at the same time as they continue to provide 
the underprivileged an opportunity to accumulate 
the cultural capital necessary to enter the educated 
class. 
　Acculturation to the rising demands of academia, 
however, particularly for those intending to 
transfer to a four-year institution, but also for 
those whose formal education will culminate in an 
Associate’s degree, is enhanced by the challenges 
and opportunities provided by honors programs. 
Pressler (2009) has found that “even well-prepared 
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students who lack this cultural capital—and many 
first generation college students do lack it—may 
feel lost, disengaged, put off, and disconnected; 
they may fail to get the full benefit of their 
education as a result.” Citing the findings of 
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004), 
Pressler goes on to argue that “first-generation 
college students benefit more than their multi-
generational counterparts from experiences, in and 
out of the classroom, that build cultural capital. 
Despite this education, however, first-generation 
college students are significantly less likely than 
their counterparts to engage in such experiences. 
As a matter of educational policy, therefore, they 
[Pascarella, et al.] argue that first-generation 
college students must be ensured ‘access to the 
full range of college experiences’ if they are to 
succeed.” 
　This “full range of college experiences” is 
precisely what an honors program offers to 
students: enhanced access to faculty outside 
class through colloquia and special lecture series, 
mentoring from those who are further along in the 
program, and a general sense of belonging to a 
learning community dedicated to intellectual and 
personal growth resulting from collaboration among 
members of the community as they investigate 
issues spanning disciplines. Such interdisciplinary 
collaboration over time within a cohort nurtures 
the sense of belonging as it develops interpersonal 
skills and relationships that will serve both the 
traditional low SES and the newly downwardly 
student, perhaps better now that they will be 
comingling in an uplifting environment of 
intellectual inquiry. Indeed, the interaction between 
traditionally underserved but motivated lower-
income students and the temporarily downwardly 
mobile middle-class students seeking to further 
develop their academic skills in an honors program 
before moving on to a four-year college or 
university promises to benefi t both: the former by 
placing them on equal footing with peers whose 
goals are clear and whose practices have led to 
academic success and the latter by contact with 
a segment of the student population whose sole 
advantages in life have been fortitude and drive.

Retention, Persistence, Advancement to and 
Degree Completion at a Four-Year Institution 

　Retention and persistence in an honors program 
are contingent upon sustained performance both 
in honors-designated courses as well as general 
departmental coursework. While minimum 
standards of academic performance may vary 
among institutions, maintaining a GPA of 3.0 
in both areas is a generally accepted minimum 
for a student to remain in an honors program. 
Persistence in honors is lower than one might 
expect, with Cosgrove (2004) finding only one 
out of four students who participate in an honors 
program finish it and Campbell (2006) reporting 
an even more disappointing 18.45% completion 
rate. Attrition is greatest during the first and 
second years of a program, which means honors 
programs in community colleges bear the full brunt 
of retention problems and those that persist and 
transfer to a four-year program are highly unlikely 
to fail to graduate—which makes them attractive 
transfer candidates. Both Campbell and Fuqua 
(2008) and McKay (2009) have found that males 
are only about 60% as likely to complete an honors 
program as females are, making gender one of 
two very important indicators of persistence, high 
school GPA being the other.   
　While persistence percentages are disappointing, 
both in honors programs and community colleges 
in general, students who fi nish an honors program 
“have the highest academic performance and 
graduation rates, and shortest time to degree 
completion compared to other high ability students” 
(Cosgrove, (2004). Accordingly, while honors 
programs at the community college level have 
not been without controversy, they have provided 
a relatively inexpensive vehicle for delivering 
honors transfer students to universities, often with 
guaranteed admission to the accepting institution’s 
honors program or college being offered and credit 
being awarded for honors courses taken at the 
previous institution through negotiated articulation 
agreements, many of which are concluded between 
community colleges geographically proximate to 
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a four-year state college or university (Burnett, 
2005). Such agreements delineate the conditions 
upon which credits are transferred from one 
institution, often a two-year community college, 
to the accepting four-year institution, often a state 
college or university, simplifying the transfer 
process and streamlining a student’s coursework in 
advance of transfer by clarifying which courses are 
transferrable and which requirements for graduation 
they will be accepted to fulfi ll. They also lessen the 
stress awaiting transfer students during their first 
semester when they would otherwise be awaiting 
administrative decision regarding which courses 
and how many credits will be recognized in pursuit 
of their major. In addition to relieving stress and 
diminishing uncertainty, clear codifi ed articulation 
agreements guarantee shorter time to graduation for 
transfer students, an issue that has come to a head 
in recent years with reduced state appropriations 
available to colleges and universities forcing them 
to limit guaranteed enrollment to transfer students 
to six quarters or four semesters in some cases.
　Research has shown that community college 
transfer students who have completed an honors 
program upon matriculation to a four-year 
institution suffer significantly lower levels of 
“transfer shock” than those who have not (Phillips, 
2004). Their GPAs drop is statistically insignifi cant 
while non-honors transfer students with the same 
GPA upon transfer lose nearly four-tenths of a 
grade point during the fi rst semester after transfer. 
Transfer students in general and honors transfer 
students in particular have also proven to be more 
motivated than the general student population and, 
consequently, more likely to have a shorter time to 
degree completion. 

Conclusion

　Honors programs and colleges have long served 
capable, motivated American students in search of 
academic challenge. Honors programs in America’s 
community colleges have nurtured a traditionally 
underserved demographic, low-income, non-
traditional, or fi rst-generation college goers in quest 
of the same intellectual challenges, just closer to 

home and less expensively. As times have changed 
and fortunes ebbed and fl owed, community college 
honors students have changed as well. The constant 
remains to challenge those who relish the reach and 
to nurture them for success beyond their short stay 
in an entry-level honors program, to equip them 
with the intellectual and personal skills that they 
will need to move beyond their sphere of comfort 
and the acumen to address the needs of a society in 
transition. There are degrees of success, but those 
who persist and complete an honors program at a 
community college are more successful tackling 
many of the challenges that await them in life. 
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