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CHAPTER TWO

Characteristics of the
21st-Century Honors College

ANDREW J]. COGNARD-BLACK
ST. MARY’S COLLEGE OF MARYLAND

PATRICIA ]. SMITH
UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL ARKANSAS

s the Swarthmore College Honors Program, the first of its kind,
has just celebrated the 100th anniversary of its 1922 found-
ing, the national honors community has had occasion to pause and
reflect on the growth and evolution of honors in this last century
(Rinehart). One piece of this evolution is the growing distinction
between the honors program and the honors college. Despite the
label of “honors college” having been documented as far back as
1960 (Cohen), the trend of converting existing honors programs to
honors colleges and drawing programmatic distinctions between
the two began to truly take root approximately 30 years ago. We can
find evidence of these discussions in The National Honors Report
and at national conferences of the NCHC throughout the 1990s
and early 2000s (Madden; Sederberg, Introduction).
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In 2005, Peter C. Sederberg documented the trend of the growing
number of honors colleges throughout the United States. Sederberg
theorized that the trend or “phenomenon” of an increase in honors
colleges could be attributed to “an interest in raising the public profile
of honors education at a particular institution” (“Characteristics” 121).
Furthermore, he offered an analysis of the contemporary characteris-
tics based on a survey of those he and his team identified. Sederberg’s
work made a significant and lasting contribution to honors literature
because it not only documented the early evolution of honors colleges
but further defined the characteristics that would come to be seen as
making an honors college distinct from an honors program.

Sederberg’s work documented the interest that NCHC’s execu-
tive committee began to take in the “honors college phenomenon”
as well, and through his publication, we first see the expectation that
the name “honors college” should carry with it something more sub-
stantive than that of an honors program. He states: “If an institution
is simply gilding the name, then ‘honors college’ becomes a deval-
ued misnomer designed as a marketing strategy and intended to
mislead potential applicants into believing that something new exists
where, in fact, substance remains unchanged” (“Characteristics” 121).
Cheryl Achterberg—another key voice in early conversations around
definitional specificity—stated that “honors colleges should make
a distinctive qualitative difference in the life of a university as well
as a difference in the entry statistics for each freshman class® (94).
Along with Achterberg’s 2004 essay, Sederberg’s work was significant
because it not only began to draw distinctions between the nature of
honors programs and colleges as “a particular subset of the larger spe-
cies,” but further set an expectation that these distinctions should be
present. It is that subspecies of honors education, the “honors college,”
that this volume seeks to explore (“Characteristics” 122).

THE ROLE OF THE NCHC BASIC CHARACTERISTICS

Fueled by the formation of the National Collegiate Honors Coun-
cil in 1966, the last half of the twentieth century ushered in waves
of new honors programs serving students at institutions around the
country (Rinehart; Austin; Byrne). By the early 1990s, the honors
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community found itself with a great deal of variety among the pro-
grams in both mission and structure. With this level of diversity from
one program to the next, it became apparent to NCHC and the hon-
ors community that more descriptors of what constituted a “fully
developed” honors program were needed. In 1993, using character-
istics endorsed originally by the Inter-University Committee on the
Superior Student in 1961, the Executive Committee of the National
Collegiate Honors Council successfully approved a document con-
sisting of “Sixteen Basic Characteristics of a Fully Developed Honors
Program,” revised in 2007 to include 17 characteristics (“Basic . .. Pro-
gram”; Chaszar; Cohen; Cummings). Sederberg’s 2004 study focusing
on existing characteristics of NCHC institutional members bearing
the name “Honors College” subsequently prompted the NCHC’s
creation of the “Basic Characteristics of a Fully Developed Honors
College” (“Basic . . . College”).

Although labeled as “characteristics,” these documents played a
role in shaping the nature of honors programs by creating language
that guided the creation and further development of honors programs
and colleges nationally. Despite their limitations, the Basic Charac-
teristics were influential because no other formal guide to honors
education existed. Although not necessarily the intention of the Exec-
utive Committee at the time, delineating the core differences between
an honors program and an honors college gave honors administrators
a roadmap to choose one of the two models. An even greater number
of institutions looked at the characteristics as something that could
challenge them to grow and/or evolve. While there is no evidence of
whether honors colleges were significantly different when the label
first began to appear, evidence from the 2016 Census of U.S. Honors
Programs and Colleges suggests there is now a demonstrable differ-
ence nationally between the shape and structure of honors programs
and honors colleges (Scott et al.).

RESEARCH ON THE SHAPE AND STRUCTURE OF
HONORS NATIONALLY

Over the last ten years, Richard I. Scott, Patricia J. Smith, and
Andrew ]. Cognard-Black, among others, have produced a series
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of articles examining the extent to which honors education is
being delivered at institutions of higher education, the nature and
characteristics of these honors programs and colleges, and the dif-
ferences across programs based on institutional characteristics
(Scott; Scott and Smith; Smith and Scott, “Demography”; Scott et al.;
Cognard-Black et al.; Cognard-Black and Savage). Scott examined
infrastructural and programmatic differences between honors col-
leges and programs, as well as among programs, and between those
at two-year and four-year institutions. Scott and Smith delved deeply
into functions of institutional mission and control for both honors
programs and colleges. Smith and Scott then mapped the location
and regional affiliation of all honors programs and colleges in the
United States (“Demography”). Each of these articles identified inter-
institutional relationships and therefore provided an understanding
of systemic variation in honors education as well as a more refined
look at the nature of honors colleges compared to that of honors
programs.

Through this collection of articles, clear patterns were identified
among honors types in NCHC. The 2012-2013 NCHC membership
survey demonstrated that the characteristics of honors programs and
colleges varied widely by institutional type and by program type, but
that within institutional and program type, there were more com-
monalities than differences (Scott). Additionally, for the first time,
the honors college could be seen as distinct from its four-year and
two-year honors program counterparts. The honors college model
was found to have markedly more complex infrastructure and
greater resources (Scott). Another evolutionary characteristic that
resulted from further study of the honors college model was that
many more honors colleges are located at public universities than
private ones (Cognard-Black and Savage; Scott and Smith). “There
are,” according to Cognard-Black and Savage, “only four honors
colleges at private institutions of 4,000+, and among the 92 schools
over 10,000 in size there are no (zero) private schools with an honors
college . . ” (101). This was a notable discovery about the nature of
honors colleges because in the history of honors program evolution,
institutional control (public vs. private) has not formerly separated
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honors programs, with nearly equal percentages of public and private
institutions having honors programs.

Beyond institutional control, Scott and Smith determined that
the distribution of honors programs and colleges also varies by insti-
tutional type, with many more honors colleges in Doctoral Univer-
sities compared to Comprehensive/Master’s Universities, Baccalau-
reate Colleges, or Associate’s Colleges. The 2014 NCHC Admission,
Retention, and Completion (ARC) Survey showed that honors col-
leges, on average, serve 2.5 times as many students as the typical hon-
ors program and report greater support structures such as honors
tutors, honors ambassadors, honors study abroad offerings, honors
housing, honors-specific advising, and priority course registration
for honors students (Cognard-Black et al.). The 2016 Census of U.S.
Honors Programs and Colleges revealed that four-year institutions
with honors colleges enroll twice as many total undergraduate stu-
dents as those institutions with honors programs. Furthermore, the
number of honors students being served by these honors colleges is
nearly three times as many as their honors program counterparts
(Scott et al.). It was again affirmed that honors colleges exist primar-
ily in public institutions (89%), whereas the honors program model is
the dominant model for private institutions (53%). The results of the
2016 Census also included data about the title for the head of honors;
these data showed that the dean position is the most common title for
the chief honors academic officer (Scott et al.). The continued growth
in the number of honors colleges—some new to honors education
and some having converted from an honors program to an honors
college in recent years—raises questions about the degree to which
these earlier findings continue to accurately describe honors colleges
nationally, and what other characteristics might be emerging.

2021 CENSUS OF U.S. HONORS COLLEGES

The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges was administered
to the primary contact person of all honors colleges. The founda-
tion of the distribution list for the survey came from the National
Collegiate Honors Council list of member institutions that had
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previously indicated the presence of an honors college. That list
was further built using a web-crawl of all institutions of higher
education registered in the National Center for Education Statistics
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data-
base to correct contact information and identify additional honors
colleges at institutions not in the NCHC membership database.

Questions included in the Census survey can be found in
Appendix B. The survey was launched May 12, 2021. The Qualtrics
survey platform was used to conduct the survey online, and email
invitations were the primary medium for invitation. To minimize
loss of respondents to spam filters and missed emails, a postcard
informing respondents of the survey launch was sent to respondents
to coincide with the launch date. (See Appendix C.) Three reminder
email notices were sent on June 15th, July 15th, and August 9th.
Between the penultimate and final reminders, approximately 126
respondents with incomplete surveys were contacted by phone to
verify that the invitations had been received and to remind them to
complete the survey. Most of those calls (84%) resulted in voicemail
messages left according to a script that briefly described the survey,
reminded respondents about the deadline, and invited respondents
to contact one of the survey project leaders if they had questions or
required a new survey link. Of the 126, 17 calls resulted in direct
voice-to-voice contact. Five of those said they didnt remember
receiving the email, prompting verification of email addresses, a few
of which were updated and generated new email invitations. Thir-
teen of the 17 said they intended to complete the survey. The survey
was officially closed on August 16th. Of the 248 eligible institutions
at which honors colleges were identified, 166 completed the survey,
for an overall response rate of almost 70%, a rate which is consid-
ered very good among survey researchers.

Detailed descriptive statistics for the survey are presented in
Appendix A. The response rate varied across Carnegie classifica-
tion of institutions with honors colleges at Associate’s Degree and
Baccalaureate Colleges (31% and 42%, respectively) pulling down
the overall average response rate. Response at Research Universities
was considerably higher, with what would be regarded as very high
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response rates of 80% for Research 1 and 75.3% for Research 2 and 3
universities (for simplicity, we use the more traditional R1, R2, and
R3 designations as shorthand for the “very high research activity,”
“high research activity,” and other “doctoral university” language
adopted more recently). Response rates at Master’s Universities
were slightly lower than the overall average, with 65%, but that level
of response and respondent engagement for Master’s Universities
is still considered quite high. As readers will note in the summary
statistics that follow, honors college structure is comparatively rare
at Baccalaureate and Associate’s Colleges. Lower response rates
among Baccalaureate and Associate’s Colleges combined with the
smaller number of those honors colleges mean that there are not
many liberal arts colleges or two-year degree colleges in the Census
survey data. What data are available suggest that honors colleges at
Baccalaureate and Associate’s Colleges are very different from those
at universities, but readers should interpret numbers for Baccalau-
reate and Associate’s Collegess with considerable caution. Sample
sizes for Research 1 (R1), Research 2 and 3 (R2/3), and Master’s
Universities are, however, sufficient for useful comparisons. While
the summary statistics presented here are based on only those hon-
ors colleges responding to the survey, we believe the results to be a
fair representation of honors colleges nationally when it comes to
those at national and regional universities.

RECENT INCREASES IN THE ESTABLISHMENT OF
HONORS COLLEGES

Existing honors literature has offered only a snapshot of the
number of honors colleges in existence at a given time, and as a
result we have not always had an accurate picture of the exponen-
tial growth of honors colleges. The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors
Colleges allowed a closer look at the projected timeline by asking
honors college respondents, “In what year was your honors college
founded?” Figure 1 begins to paint a fuller picture of the pace of
growth that honors colleges have experienced at Research and Mas-
ter’s Universities.
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The estimated growth documented in Figure 1 is consistent
with the snapshots we have from existing honors literature. In 1994,
Madden documented at least 24 identified honors colleges, whereas
a decade later, Sederberg had identified 68 (“Characteristics” 121).
By 2007, Scott and Frana found the NCHC list of institutional
members calling themselves honors colleges had grown to 92,
but it was unknown how many non-member honors colleges had
formed by that date. NCHC’s survey of institutional members in
2012 identified 140 honors colleges (Scott), and by 2016, Scott and
Smith documented 182 honors colleges, nearly double what had
been identified eight years earlier. Furthermore, the 182 honors
colleges identified in 2016 then accounted for more than 12% of
all the honors programs or colleges nationally at that time. In each
case, honors colleges have continued to grow in number but, based
on the estimated growth, have likely been underrepresented in the
surveys that have sought to describe their traits and characteris-
tics. This is especially true for non-NCHC member honors colleges,
which have been harder to identify because of the relative absence
from national conversations about honors education.

Sederberg’s 2004 survey no doubt included many of the origi-
nal honors colleges among its participants, but even from among
that first core group, he pointed out that 60% had “been established
since 1993 and 80 percent grew out of a preexisting honors pro-
gram” (“Characteristics” 125). In 2021, we now see that 89.1% of
honors colleges reported emerging from a previously existing hon-
ors program. In 2008, Cobane wrote: “By 2025, we can expect that
most university honors experiences will be within honors colleges”
(25). While more honors programs are adopting the honors college
model with each passing year, honors colleges are not yet the pre-
dominant honors structure. Because honors colleges tend to serve
a greater number of students than the traditional honors program,
as the 2016 Census of U.S. Honors Programs and Colleges showed,
there may not need to be a majority honors college structure for the
majority of student honors experiences to take place within the hon-
ors college structure (Scott et al.). We could also modify Cobane’s
prediction by saying that most university honors experiences will
be within honors colleges at public universities rather than private
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ones. Of the honors colleges at Research and Master’s Universities
responding to the 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges, only about
one in eight are at private institutions (honors colleges at private
R1 Universities are even rarer). That’s in a nation where, accord-
ing to data from the U.S. Department of Education, over half of
Research and Master’s Universities are private, so it is quite clear
that honors education is primarily a phenomenon within public
higher education.

Among the 163 respondents to the 2021 Census of U.S. Honors
Colleges that reported total enrollment, they averaged 987.8 honors
students each. The size, or mean enrollment, of the honors college
varies by institutional type, with R1 Universities averaging 2,093.5
students, R2/3 Universities averaging 720.7, and Master’s Universi-
ties averaging 450.9. In regards to the total population of students
being served within each institutional type, R1 Universities, with
their historically larger campus enrollments, still serve the greatest
percentage of honors students within the institution—10% com-
pared to 6% and 7% at all other institutional types. These larger
enrollments within R1 Universities are supported by their large
incoming first-year class sizes, which averaged 571.2 across this
institutional type, compared to other institutional types all averag-
ing below 200 students.

INSTITUTIONAL SIZE AND STRUCTURE OF HONORS COLLEGES

Sederberg was among the first to categorize the organizational
structures that honors colleges were beginning to take. Sederberg
identified two major structural types, the “centralized overlay
structure” and the “freestanding college” in his 2004 survey (“Char-
acteristics” Rpt. 28). The same language was used in the 2021
Census of U.S. Honors Colleges. While Sederberg did not define
these categories, we understand the “centralized overlay structure”
as referring to a central honors administration that coordinates
honors curriculum and programming that is delivered through
other entities of the institution. An example of this might include
a dean with a central administrative staff overseeing a collection
of honors programs or courses offered within other academic
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colleges. In contrast, the free-standing structure allows for over-
sight of all aspects of its curriculum and program delivery under
direct supervision. According to Sederberg, “freestanding” hon-
ors colleges were also more likely to “possess a significant faculty
budget, and their own faculty will provide most of their courses”
(“Characteristics” Rpt. 32).

Although that first survey included only 35 respondents (he
reported a 54% response rate from among the 65 colleges he con-
tacted), it is interesting to compare the findings of this survey done
almost two decades ago to the organizational structure that hon-
ors colleges reported in 2021. In 2004, 68.6% of honors colleges
reported a “centralized overlay structure” of university undergrad-
uate programs compared to 58.2% of honors colleges today. The
centralized overlay of university undergraduate programs remains
the most common relationship for the honors college to take with
the larger institution. The percent of honors colleges reporting a
free-standing college structure, however, has grown dramatically,
increasing threefold, from only 14.3% in 2004 to 45.6% in 2021
(Sederberg, “Characteristics” Rpt. 28). The growth in the number
and percentage of free-standing colleges with independent cur-
riculums represents the biggest change in this area, and will be
discussed in more detail below. In 2004, 5.7% reported having a
decentralized coordinating structure providing an honors core
overseeing departmentalized honors (Sederberg, “Characteristics”
Rpt. 28). The prevalence of this structure remains a rare form, with
8.9% reporting the same type of structure in 2021. While we do
not have data on the 11.4% of honors colleges that indicated an
organizational structure of “other” in 2004, a closer examination of
the 2021 Census reveals numerous honors colleges now comprise a
free-standing college with an independent curriculum as well as a
centralized overlay structure. This overlap of institutional relation-
ship may represent an intentional design, but it may also reflect
temporary transitional arrangements as honors colleges emerge
from the structures of their former honors program model.

The title and institutional location of honors college leaders is
another area in which we can now compare the evolution of honors
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over the last two decades, and the evidence shows that the most
common arrangement is to have an honors head with the title of
dean, who is working on a 12-month contract and who reports
directly to the provost/vice-president for academic affairs. In 2004,
Sederberg found that 77.1% of honors colleges had an administra-
tive head with the title of dean. In 2021, this rate appears to be a
little lower overall, with a rate of 67.1%, but the apparent differ-
ence is likely because of the presence in the 2021 Census of more
Master’s Universities, Associate’s Colleges, and Baccalaureate Col-
leges, where it is less common for honors heads to have the title of
dean. When looking at Research Universities, we found that the
prevalence of honors deans is more in line with what Sederberg
found; dean titles among honors heads are most common among
R1 universities (86.1%) and R2/3 universities (67.2%). Placing
deans in charge of honors colleges at Master’s Universities is some-
what rarer (58.5%), but even so, the title of dean is still clearly the
most common option for honors colleges at national and regional
universities in the United States. The second most common titular
option for honors heads is the title “director;” and that option is
fairly typical at Master’s Universities, although placing directors as
the chief academic leaders of honors colleges is less common, with
only one in four having that title.

Consistent with the prevalence of honors deanships and the
standard location of deans within university hierarchies, 73.5% of
all honors college administrators report to the Provost/Vice-Pres-
ident for Academic Affairs, and this rate is again highest at the R1
(83.7%), R2/3 (72.7%), and Master’s Universities (73.2%). By con-
trast, only 50% of honors heads at Baccalaureate colleges and 37.5%
of those at Associate’s Colleges report to the provost/VPAA. Most
honors colleges report having both a faculty oversight committee
(67.5%) and a student honors council (62.4%). Fewer than half
report having an external advisory board (44.6%), but this type of
board is much more common at R1 Universities, where 70% report
such a governance structure.

The prevalence of 12-month contracts among honors heads
appears to be high and essentially unchanged between Sederberg’s
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2004 survey—which showed 82.8% had 12-month contracts—and
the 2021 Census. Among honors heads in 2021, 84.0% reported a
12-month contract, with very little variation among universities.
A 12-month contractual arrangement would appear to be much
rarer among honors college heads at Baccalaureate and Associate’s
Colleges, although, again, results for those schools should be inter-
preted with caution.

In terms of the likelihood of housing other kinds of campus
programming, Associate’s Colleges appear to be the most likely
to report oversight of other high-impact practice programs on
campus. While the number of Associate’s Colleges reporting was
less than a third of all eligible participants, which is a small group
already, more than half of the respondents (57.1%) reported hous-
ing campus-wide undergraduate research and service learning
opportunities within their honors college, and more than a quar-
ter (28.6%) reported housing campus-wide teaching and learning
initiatives. Other campus-wide programs housed within honors
colleges include fellowship advising, which is most commonly
cited, especially at R1 (64.3) and R2/3 (52.2%) universities.

Beyond institutional type, the honors college’s relationship to
the larger institution may also explain some of the variability in
administrative title, reporting lines, contract structures, and an
area yet to be discussed, tenure for faculty (Table 1). In every case
except tenure within honors, the differences in these areas were
found to be statistically significant. Title for the honors head varied
significantly by free-standing structure, with 81% of free-standing
honors colleges having an honors head with the title of dean versus
only 62.5% of those schools without free-standing honors colleges.
Similarly, 84.1% of free-standing colleges have heads that report to
the provost, compared to 70.1% of those without free-standing col-
leges. Furthermore, 95.2% of free-standing honors college heads
have a 12-month contract as compared to only 84.1% of without
free-standing honors colleges. Further research is needed to exam-
ine the degree to which the relationship of the honors college to the
larger institution may influence the arrangement of other structural
features within honors.
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The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges also included ques-
tions tapping into which campus stakeholder initiated organization
of honors as a college, and the most common responses were either
a president or other upper administration (35.4%) or both upper
administration and honors personnel equally (25.6%). With admin-
istrative support, the number of honors colleges within the United
States continues to grow, but the motivations for introducing new
honors colleges or transforming honors programs into colleges
have changed very little. Sederberg noted that the top four reasons
reported for establishing an honors college were to “recruit stron-
ger students” (100%), “improve overall campus academic quality”
(91.4%), “improve the quality of honors educational opportunities”
(88.6%), and raise “the profile of honors within the institution”
(85.7%). The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges framed the ques-
tion slightly differently, asking respondents to select their top three
reasons for establishing an honors college. Recruiting top students
(51.7%), raising visibility of honors on campus (53.7%), promoting
innovative curriculum (43.6%), and creating more opportunities
for students (42.3%) continued to be the most highly ranked choices
from the available options. Recruiting top students appeared to be
a somewhat more important motivation among R1 universities
than other universities (67.5% vs. 50%), while raising the visibility
of honors on campus appeared to be substantially more important
among Master’s Universities (75% vs. 40-50%).

TaBLE 1. ORGANIZATIONAL FEATURES BY PRESENCE OF FREE-STANDING
CoLLEGE STRUCTURE WITH INDEPENDENT CURRICULUM

Free-Standing Not Free-
Structure (%) Standing (%)
(n=63) (n=89)
Honors head has dean title 81.0%* 62.5%
Honors head reports to provost 84.1%* 70.1%
Honors head has 12-month contract 95.2%* 84.1%
Tenure is available for faculty in honors 15.3% 5.8%

*p .05 (two-tailed test)
Source: 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges (n = 152)
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Despite the small sample size and low participation rates among
Associate’s Colleges, their top four motivations vary slightly in that
while the majority still reported an interest in raising visibility on
campus (62.5%), promoting innovative curriculum (62.5%), and
creating more opportunities for students (50%), interestingly only
12.5% of Associate’s Colleges reported recruiting top students as
a primary factor for choosing an honors college structure rather
than an honors program structure. The next most common reason
reported was to give honors more institutional autonomy (50%),
which may lend further evidence for the notion that the motiva-
tions for Associate’s Colleges to carry the honors college name are
different from honors colleges at other types of institutions.

ADMISSIONS AND RECRUITMENT

The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges allowed us to inves-
tigate the contemporary admissions and recruitment practices of
honors colleges. Across all institutional types, it is typical for hon-
ors colleges to have their own dedicated applications (84.8%) and to
have control over the decision of which students to admit (93.3%),
especially at Master’s Universities, where these characteristics
appear to be nearly universal. While standardized tests were still
being used as a factor for admission by 69.2% of all honors colleges,
an emerging trend revealed in the new 2021 Census data is that,
compared to the 65% of honors programs and colleges reporting
having a “minimum ACT or SAT score for admission to honors”
in the 2014-2015 ARC survey, fewer honors colleges (31.9%)
now report having a minimum standardized test score (National
Collegiate Honors Council, “Percent”). This shift may have some
connection to the timing of the survey in 2021, which occurred
amidst the COVID crisis, a time when limited standardized testing
availability and other issues of access were being called into ques-
tion (Moody). For those reporting the use of standardized tests to
establish a minimum for honors eligibility, the average minimum
score was 26 for ACT and 1,202.8 for SAT. Grade point average is
also a factor for admission at nearly all (93.7%) honors colleges,
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with 54.9% having a minimum weighted GPA requirement averag-
ing 3.56.

Data from the 2021 Census provide some evidence that honors
colleges are moving more to holistic admissions practices. In addi-
tion to GPA and standardized test scores, 77.4% of honors colleges
require an essay, 69.7% consider a record of co-curricular activities,
and 51.6% consider the rigor of previous curriculum as some of the
factors that inform the decision to admit a student to the honors
college. Letters of recommendation (48.4%), other non-academic
attributes (47.1%), and short answer responses (44.5%) are also
common factors for admission into U.S. honors colleges. An inter-
view for admission is the least common factor (20.6%). Interviews
may be more common at Associate’s (66.7%) and Baccalaureate
Colleges (50%) where the number of students being admitted into
a first-year cohort is considerably smaller, but whether interviews
are truly more common in such schools is unclear in light of the
small numbers of schools responding within those segments of the
sample. Only a very small number of honors colleges charge an
application fee. This rate is 2.4% for R1 and 2.6% at Master’s Uni-
versities, but no schools reported a specific honors application fee
at the other types of institutions.

Very few institutions have a 100% admission rate into the hon-
ors college, but 5.7% of honors colleges do have open admission.
Nearly one-quarter of all honors colleges (23.6%) have an accep-
tance rate for the first-year cohort of 50% or less. Honors colleges
boast an impressive yield, however, with 60% of honors colleges
reporting 50% or more of admitted students deciding to enroll in
the honors college. Yield appears to be considerably less, however,
at R1 Universities, where only about half as many honors colleges
report comparable yield at the 50% rate or higher. High yield may
be particularly true for Associate’s Colleges and Baccalaureate Col-
leges, where most of the institutions responding reported a yield
rate of higher than 50%, but the small numbers of respondents in
these categories mean that this conclusion should be regarded as
provisional. Higher yield at Baccalaureate Colleges may have some-
thing to do with scholarship practices at such colleges, given that

39



COGNARD-BLACK AND SMITH

66.7% of these honors colleges reported awarding scholarships to
76% or more of their first-year cohort.

Offering honors scholarships appears to be fairly common at
honors colleges at larger universities as well, sometimes based on
merit alone (39.2% of colleges reporting), but more often based on
a combination of merit and need (45.1%). Just over half of honors
colleges report offering such honors scholarships to 0-25% of first-
year honors admits, but only about one-third of honors colleges
at Research and Master’s Universities offer scholarships to 76% or
more of their incoming first-year cohort. On first glance, the prac-
tice of offering honors scholarships to almost all incoming honors
students (76-100%) appears to be about half as likely at universities
as it is at Baccalaureate Colleges, but, again, the numbers for those
smaller colleges should be interpreted with caution.

About one-quarter of honors colleges (25.8%) charged students
a participation fee in 2021. Having a fee for participation in the
honors college is most common at R1 (36.6%) and R2/3 (25.8%)
universities. The average fee varies significantly by institutional
type among those reporting such a fee, with the mean annualized
fee of $722 for R1 universities, and a median of $500. Research 2
& 3 universities, however, have much lower honors college fees, on
average (mean = $185; median = $150). When present, the fee var-
ies considerably, from as little as $8 at two different schools to as
much as $3,000 at one (the next highest were $2,000, $1,500, and
$1,150, but otherwise fees were less than $1,000). The percentage
of institutions reporting a program fee appears to be up slightly
compared with the NCHC 2016 Census of U.S. Honors Programs
and Colleges, which reported only 17% of honors colleges charging
such a fee. The difference between the 2021 survey and the $552
mean fee reported in 2016 may suggest a different sample composi-
tion weighted disproportionately to R2/3 and Master’s Universities
in 2016, but future research will be needed before any clear trend
can be deduced. It is worth noting that an NCHC task force recently
published a position paper focused on inclusive enrollment man-
agement practices, and that report specifically referred to exorbitant
program and participation fees as “insidious,” suggesting that, even

40



CHARACTERISTICS

if offering to waive such fees, an institution is sending “a message
that honors is a community that is most welcoming to those with
discretionary income, a place set off from the general university
community” (National Collegiate Honors Council, Honors Enroll-
ment Management 12).

CURRICULUM AND PROGRAMMING

We have known that honors-specific courses and senior thesis/
capstone projects have been common within honors colleges since
Sederberg’s survey of honors colleges in 2003, but the 2021 Census
of U.S. Honors Colleges took a closer look at curricular offerings.
Offering separate honors courses where enrollment is limited only
to honors students is essentially a universal feature of honors col-
leges at four-year degree institutions (98.7%), and honors classes
and any other honors credits make up an average of one-fifth
(20.2%) of all undergraduate credit requirements for honors stu-
dents. What’s more, that fraction of credits varies very little across
institution type. Curricular opportunities available to most honors
college students include general education equivalents (90.5%),
honors first-year seminars (80.4%), and senior thesis/capstone
courses (81.0%). Honors courses do appear to be more heavily
present within the lower-division and general education offerings
than upper-division honors seminars, which are present in only
69% of honors colleges. Not surprisingly, honors contract options
tied to non-honors courses are also quite common, available at over
two-thirds of honors colleges reporting in the Census. Comparison
of the number of such contracts reported with the numbers of hon-
ors students suggests that only a small minority of honors students,
however, uses the honors contract option in any given semester.

Honors-specific study abroad courses also appear to be widely
available at honors colleges, with 70.9% of honors colleges offer-
ing such options. Honors-specific internships and service learning
classes are also available at a number of honors colleges although
those curricular offerings are not as widespread (43.7% and 51.3%,
respectively). Data from the NCHC 2014 Admissions, Retention,

41



COGNARD-BLACK AND SMITH

and Completion Survey reported by Cognard-Black and Sav-
age show that honors-specific study abroad, service learning, and
internships are curricular options that distinguish honors colleges
from honors programs, where such offerings are much less common
(39%, 44%, 22%, respectively). Comparison of the 2021 Census fig-
ures with those presented for honors colleges by Cognard-Black
and Savage also suggests there has been no significant change in
availability of honors-specific internships, service learning courses,
or study abroad offerings between 2014 and 2021.

The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges asked respondents
about the pedagogical and curricular orientation of their honors
colleges. Respondents could choose any that applied from a list of
eight different orientations. The two most common pedagogical and
curricular orientations across all institutional types were “interdis-
ciplinary/cross-disciplinary” (87.9%) and “seminar-style learning”
(82.2%). “Service learning” and “leadership” (both 43.3%) are also
fairly widespread orientations, as are “team teaching” (31.2%) and
“global studies” (24.8%). Both “Great Books” and “tutorial model”
orientations have some presence among honors colleges, but they
are fairly uncommon orientations (10.8% and 7.0%, respectively).

Almost all honors colleges (93.6%) have an expected minimum
GPA to remain in good standing in the honors college. The strong
majority of honors colleges (95.9%), however, offer a probationary
period if the GPA dips below the standard expectation. The average
GPA expectation to remain in the honors college is 3.24 across all
institutional types that reported a standard that does not vary across
the college career, although a sizeable minority of 28.1% of honors
colleges have GPA expectations that vary depending on the stage
of the student’s career. This standard is essentially unchanged from
Sederberg’s 2004 Survey of Honors Colleges, which reported that
72.7% of honors colleges required a 3.25 GPA to remain in honors.
For those students who successfully maintain those standards and
complete the honors curriculum, institutions have a variety of ways
to recognize those accomplishments. Across all institutional types,
the most common recognition by far is denoting honors comple-
tion on the student’s transcript: 90.5% of institutions report this
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practice. Other less common methods of recognition include hon-
ors certificates (30.4%), honors degrees (27.8%), an honors minor
(12%), or an honors major (7.6%).

FACILITIES AND RESOURCES

Another area of growth since Sederberg’s 2004 survey involves
facilities and resources. Sederberg found that 45.7% of honors col-
leges had an honors student lounge or reading room, 40.0% offered
an honors IT center, and 37.1% had special honors classrooms or
seminar rooms. Honors academic spaces are even more prevalent
for honors colleges today, with 58.6% reporting dedicated class-
rooms. Nearly all (96.8%) report some type of dedicated office
space, and 47.5% even report having their own dedicated honors
college building, a resource that is even more prevalent among
R1 Universities (75.0%). One area that has not seen substantial
growth is in residential housing. In 2004, 91.4% of surveyed hon-
ors colleges reported having some residential component. With
the changing composition of honors colleges likely resulting from
increasing numbers of honors programs transitioning to honors
colleges and new colleges being created, this high rate of honors
residential housing has held true for only the R1 Universities (90%)
and Baccalaureate Colleges (100%), although the small number of
participants in the Baccalaureate Colleges segment may be unrep-
resentative. Even so, dedicated housing appears to be a regular
feature of honors colleges, and the strong majority of R2/3 Univer-
sities (80.3%) and Master’s Universities (74.4%) do offer residential
housing specific to honors college students.

In addition to space, dedicated staff and faculty are an espe-
cially valuable resource. The results of the 2021 Census of U.S.
Honors Colleges show that only 26.6% of all institutional types
have dedicated faculty lines, but among R1 Universities, half of
honors colleges reported having dedicated personnel lines for
faculty. Overall, 9.4% of honors colleges also now report having
tenure available in honors, with similar percentages across all the
institutional classifications. On first glance, then, it appears that
availability of tenure within honors colleges is fairly rare.
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As noted in an earlier section, however, significant differences
in several honors college characteristics depend on whether the
honors college is a free-standing honors college or not free-stand-
ing, and tenure is another one of those characteristics (see Table 1).
Free-standing honors colleges are associated with greater likelihood
of tenure availability for faculty in honors, with a rate of 15.3% as
compared to only 5.8% of not free-standing honors colleges. Avail-
ability of tenure in honors also appears to be related to institution
type. Where only about 15% of honors colleges with dedicated fac-
ulty lines at R1 Universities have the availability of tenure in honors
for those faculty ((7.5 + 50.0) x 100 = 15), about half of honors
colleges with faculty lines at R2/3 Universities report pathways to
tenure in honors ((10.6 + 22.7) x 100 = 46.7%), and four-fifths of
honors colleges with faculty lines at Master’s Universities have this
available path to tenure for faculty in honors ((10.3 + 12.8) x 100
= 80.5%). In other words, it appears not so much that securing
tenure availability for faculty in honors is rare at Master’s Universi-
ties but that securing faculty lines in the first place is relatively rare
at Master’s Universities. For those few honors colleges at Master’s
Universities that have been able to secure faculty lines, most also
seem to have been able to make those faculty lines tenure-track.

Dedicated support staff are also present at most honors colleges,
with 89.2% reporting dedicated staff members who assist with a
variety of tasks. Importantly, just over two-thirds of honors colleges
report having a second-in-command such as an assistant or associ-
ate dean, and the presence of a second-in-command is especially
prevalent at R1 Universities, where almost all honors colleges have
one (92.3%). The most common tasks with which honors staff are
involved include offering administrative support (95.5%), budget
management (86.6%), recruitment of honors students (85.4%),
dedicated honors advising (83.4%), review of admission applica-
tions (83.4%), and co-curricular programming (75.8%). Although
not as prevalent, 47.8% of honors colleges also report having dedi-
cated staff who spend at least some of their time on fundraising, and
at R1 Universities having staff to help with fundraising is almost as
common as any of the other tasks listed above (73.2%).
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The fundraising efforts of these staff members plus other uni-
versity officials have led to 60.8% of all honors colleges reporting
a median endowment of $1.9 million. These endowment funds
typically supplement honors operating budgets. In 2021, Cen-
sus respondents reported a median non-instructional budget of
$92,500; the average was substantially higher, at $422,600, but
financial measures are notoriously skewed by high values at select
schools, and so the median is generally considered the preferable
measure of what is typical. Not surprisingly, honors colleges at R1
Universities had substantially larger budgets and endowments than
honors colleges in other categories of institution type (R1 median
budget of $700,000 and median endowment of $5.3 million), and
honors colleges at R2/3 Universities had significantly larger budgets
and endowments than those at Master’s Universities.

DEMOGRAPHICS

The 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges provides one of the
first opportunities to look at the race and ethnicity of honors leaders
nationally, including the heads and those who serve as second-
in-command (i.e., associate/assistant deans). In general, honors
leadership is not racially diverse. The second-in-command position
appears to be slightly more racially diverse with only 82.7% non-
Hispanic White, but 89.9% of honors deans or others who are heads
of honors are non-Hispanic Whites. For honors college heads,
especially, the racial-ethnic composition is far more non-Hispanic
White than the U.S. population as a whole. Gender identity is more
closely aligned with the student body than race and ethnicity, with
56.1% of the heads of honors being men. In the case of those who
serve as second-in-command, though, only 34.7% are men. As
more women are earning the opportunity to serve in this second-
in-command capacity, the national honors community should
explore ways to support these women so that they are provided the
opportunity to move into positions as honors deans, where they are
still slightly underrepresented, especially at Master’s Universities
where only 29.7% of honors heads were women in 2021.
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The racial composition of honors college administrators does
not at all match the racial composition of the student body of
the honors colleges. As can be seen in Figure 2, compared to the
89.9% of White honors heads, 69.1% of honors college students at
R1, R2/3, and Master’s Universities are non-Hispanic White. This

Ficure 2. Averace RaciaL ComposITION OF STUDENTS AT HONORS
CoLLeces, 2020-2021

Native American

.. ) 0.6%
Hawaiian or Pacific ‘ Two or more races

Islander 3.1%

Hispanic/Latinx
(any race)
11.8%

Black
6.5%

Source: 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges (n = 99).
Note: Only a small number of Baccalaureate and Associate’s honors colleges reported race-ethnicity
data, so this graph reflects data for only those honors colleges at Research or Master’s universities.
Because of the unique nature of Historically Black Colleges and Universities in terms of student body
racial composition, two HBCUs reporting race data were also excluded. Among honors students at
those two HBCUs, the average percent Black was 97.3.
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69.1% is very close to the 67.0% non-Hispanic White honors stu-
dents reported at the 52 schools responding with race-ethnicity
data to the 2014-2015 NCHC Admissions, Retention, and Comple-
tion Survey (ARC). Black students make up a smaller percentage of
honors students at honors colleges participating in the 2021 Cen-
sus of U.S. Honors Colleges (6.5%) than among honors programs
and colleges that participated in the ARC survey (11.2%). Hispanic
students, however, made up a slightly larger proportion of the hon-
ors student body in the 2021 Census (11.8%) as compared to those
represented in the ARC survey (9.0%). These differences are not
statistically significant, so there is no clear indication of changes in
honors student racial composition during the last seven years. More
importantly, though, taken together these results add to growing
evidence that honors students are not representative of the larger
group of undergraduate students in higher education today when
it comes to ethnic and racial diversity (Cognard-Black and Spisak).

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics
(NCES), in 2019, non-Hispanic White students made up 53.1% of
U.S. resident undergraduate students enrolled in degree-granting
postsecondary institutions. Since 2014, Hispanic students are the
second largest population enrolled in postsecondary institutions,
making up 21.7% in 2019. At the peak in 2010, Black students made
up 15.1% of the undergraduate population, but in 2019 they made
up just 13.2% of U.S. undergraduates (NCES). The honors college
community does not appear to be representative of the national
undergraduate student body, nor is it representative of the larger
U.S. population. This area deserves more research as well as atten-
tion among those individuals responsible for providing honors
education.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Scott and Frana speculated that further growth in the number
of honors colleges would continue to occur because “competition
in recruiting is intense, and this pressure to attract students from a
small pool will encourage more universities to launch honors col-
leges or convert existing programs into colleges” (31). These factors
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continue to be a reported motivation for the honors programs
moving to the honors college model, but it is unknown whether
honors colleges will continue to see the rapid growth of the last
few decades. With increasingly tight budgets because of economic
challenges and the “demographic cliff” caused by declining rates
of fertility, even more institutions may explore the honors college
model as a way to compete in the larger marketplace, but we may
also see a slowing in this trend as institutions redirect resources and
focus on other priorities. Another unknown factor in the expansion
of the honors college model is the degree to which honors colleges
will have an impact on the national landscape of honors education
and how administrative and curricular structures might evolve. In
light of how we have seen the greatest growth in the honors col-
lege model at Research and Master’s Universities, it is unlikely that
the honors college model will replace the honors program model at
Baccalaureate Colleges or Associate’s Colleges. It remains to be seen
whether we will see honors colleges fully integrate into all Research
and Master’s Universities, as Cobane once predicted.

I, as we have suggested here, defining the “Basic Characteristics”
of an honors college in 2004 contributed to further expansion and
greater distinction between honors colleges and honors programs,
then we must consider how the recent adoption of NCHC’s “Shared
Principles and Practices of Honors Education” (a massive reworking
of the “Basic Characteristics”) might impact the ongoing evolu-
tion of the organizational landscape of honors education. Will the
previously articulated distinctions between honors programs and
colleges start to diminish with the previous two “Basic Characteris-
tics” documents now replaced by one? Will a shared set of principles
lead honors programs to look like honors colleges without the
changing of the name or the accompanying restructuring? Or, con-
versely, will labels change without a subsequent push for structural
alterations? As mentioned earlier, Sederberg spoke against the last
development when he said: “If an institution is simply gilding the
name, then ‘honors college’ becomes a devalued misnomer designed
as a marketing strategy and intended to mislead potential applicants
into believing that something new exists where, in fact, substance
remains unchanged” (“Characteristics,” Rpt. 25).
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One thing is certain: if we are to understand fully the continued
evolution of honors colleges, NCHC, as the leading professional
association in the field, must commit resources to regular, lon-
gitudinal data collection so that we can continue to monitor and
report trends in these areas. We cannot count on the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education to do so; they have never collected such data
about honors education and there is no indication they will do so
anytime soon. Associate’s Colleges have been overlooked in past
studies of honors colleges, primarily because so few honors colleges
exist; however, the essay by Hoffman et al. in this volume explores
this phenomenon. Unfortunately, this problem is exacerbated when
fewer honors heads at two-year institutions respond to surveys and
other requests for information. We identified 29 such honors col-
leges for sampling in the 2021 Census of U.S. Honors Colleges, so
this trend undoubtedly deserves further exploration. Honors col-
leges at two-year colleges may have lower response rates because
they have fewer human and other resources available to respond
to surveys. They are likely different in other meaningful ways, but
more research is needed to better understand the administrative
structures and motivations of honors colleges in these institutional
settings.

Between 2004 and 2021, the honors college landscape has
witnessed significant changes, not the least of which is an appar-
ent shift away from having a minimum standardized test score
for admissions decisions. Although testing companies are work-
ing to make standardized testing more accessible in the wake of
the COVID-19 pandemic, it will be important for researchers to
monitor the decisions honors colleges make with regard to the use
of test scores in admission and whether more holistic admissions
practices are introduced in their place, as so many have advocated
(Cognard-Black and Spisak; National Collegiate Honors Coun-
cil, Honors Enrollment Management; Smith and Zagurski). From
admission practices and diversity, to facilities and resources, to
diversity among honors professionals, new structures are needed to
facilitate data collection and research at the national level in order
to continue to monitor trends in the ongoing evolution of the hon-
ors college phenomenon.
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