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ABSTRACT 

GERRI ANN ROBBINS 
TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT TO PARTICIPATE: THE PERCEPTIONS OF GIFTED 
STUDENTS REGARDING AN HONORS PROGRAM AT A PRIVATE 
SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY 
Under the direction of DR. EDWARD BOUIE 

The number of students who become completers of an honors program on college 

campuses is low. A mixed methods approach was utilized to determine the perceptions of 

gifted students regarding an honors program at a private, Southeastern university. 

Students who were honors program participants, honors program drop-outs, and qualified 

non-participants were surveyed during a pilot study to establish reliability for the 

Robbins-Carter Honors Program Survey. For this follow-up study, students within the 

same student categories were surveyed regarding their perceptions of the honors program 

via the Robbins-Carter Honors Program survey. In addition, students from the three 

groups were interviewed through in-depth, semi-structured interviews regarding their 

perceptions of the honors program. Finally, a chi-square test of independence was 

conducted to determine if a significant relationship existed between three student groups 

and graduation rates. 

Based upon analysis of the data, the researcher determined that students who were 

honors program participants reported negative perceptions regarding: (1) advertisement 

of the program, (2) overall organization and design, (3) the benefits of participation, (4) 

xiv 



communication regarding the program, (5) assistance with the research component, and 

(6) financial assistance based upon participation. 

The students who disenrolled from the honors program reported that they did not 

perceive the benefits of the program to be valuable enough for their continued 

participation. The students expressed that there was not clear direction provided 

regarding the components of the program and the requirements to participate effectively. 

The students who were qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to 

do so perceived the honors program as lacking in that information was not shared 

throughout the university regarding the application process, requirements, and benefits 

involved in participating in the program. 

A significant relationship was found between the type of student group and graduation 

rates. The graduation rate for honors program students for this study was 70%, which was 

lower than the students who were qualified to participate in the honors program and 

chose not to do so and the students who disenrolled from the program. 

xv 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Honors programs have been a fundamental component of higher education for most 

colleges and universities for over eighty years (National Collegiate Honors Council, 

2009). Although certain facets can differ greatly from campus to campus, the basic traits 

of an honors program include (but may not be limited to) the following: (a) honors 

courses, (b) honors excursions, (c) honors lectures, (d) study abroad, (e) service learning 

activities, (f) research projects, (g) teaching opportunities, and (h) an honors thesis or 

project (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a; Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 

2003). 

The administrators of honors programs select gifted students to participate in the 

programs based upon selection criteria that differ from college to college. The criteria can 

include (but may not be limited to) the following: (a) a particular high school grade point 

average (GPA), (b) particular high school rank, (c) leadership positions, (d) community 

service experience; (e) a particular Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score, and (f) writing 

samples or an essay (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a; Enochs, 2001; 

Huggett, 2003). 

1 
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Statement of the Problem 

Though the administrators overseeing honors programs are selective in determining 

the caliber of students who may participate in the program, some students who are 

qualified are either not completing the full requirements of the honors program or are 

choosing not to participate (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001). Thus, the 

number of students who become completers of an honors program on college campuses is 

low. In a study conducted by Cosgrove (2004a), the honors program attrition rate was 

73.00 %. Therefore, only 27.00% of students who began the honors program followed 

through on completing the requirements of the program to graduate as honors program 

completers. In a study conducted by Campbell (2006), 81.55% of students starting an 

honors program did not complete the full requirements. 

Cosgrove (2004b) determined that 77% of honors completers graduated in four years 

as compared to 61% of the honors drop-outs and 57% of the high-ability students who 

chose not to participate in the honors program. Cosgrove reported that students who 

completed the honors program were more likely to graduate on time. Cosgrove's study 

suggested that honors program drop-outs and high-ability students who do not participate 

in honors programs, may benefit from completion in an honors program in that timely 

graduation may occur. 

An example of a low completion rate for students participating in an honors program 

can be seen on the campus of a private university in the southeastern United States. This 

honors program was created in 2000 in order to foster a sense of academic community 

among faculty members and students of outstanding ability (Carter & Robbins, 2008). 

Over the past several years, the completion rate of students successfully fulfilling all of 
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the requirements of the honors program has been low. Between fall semester of 2002 and 

fall semester of 2006, there were 17.4% of all freshmen that were eligible to participate in 

the honors program; however, only 64.3% of eligible freshmen chose to participate (S. 

May, personal communication, June 16, 2008). The proportion of freshmen students in 

the honors program peaked in 2004-2005 at 14.4% participating and dropped to 8.4% for 

the 2007-2008 academic year, with 16.2% of freshmen students eligible to participate and 

only 52.1% of those students choosing to do so (S. May, personal communication, June 

16, 2008). One of the many reasons that honors programs exist on college campuses is to 

attract gifted students to a university (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a; 

Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003). This study assisted with determining the perceptions of 

gifted students regarding the university's honors program. 

This study focused upon the process and implementation of a university's honors 

program through the evaluation of the program based upon student perceptions and 

graduation rates. The leaders of the university were concerned regarding the participation 

rates within the honors program. Therefore, the leaders desired an evaluation of the 

honors program to determine the students' perceptions of the program as a means of 

determining why students were choosing to not participate or were not completing the 

full requirements of the program. According to Daniel Stufflebeam (1971), the evaluation 

of a program is critical to administrators in assisting with decision making regarding the 

implementation and modification of programs. Through program evaluation, information 

is obtained from stakeholders, which in turn, can be shared with administrators to assist 

with the overall modification of programs. The results of this study were useful in 
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assisting the leadership of the university in determining organizational improvement to 

the honors program. 

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study evolved as a result of examining questions from 

previous research on honors programs. With the focus of this study on the concern of low 

completion rates within an honors program, it addressed the following questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who are 

participants? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

2. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

participants and dropped out? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

3. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

qualified to participate and chose not to? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

4. Why are qualified gifted students choosing not to participate in the honors 

program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001) 

5. Why are students who start the honors program not completing the full 

requirements of the program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a) 

6. What are the graduation rates of students who completed the requirements of the 

honors program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

7. What are the graduation rates of students who start the honors program and did not 

complete the full requirements of the program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 
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8. What are the graduation rates of students who are qualified to participate in the 

honors program and choose not to do so? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to determine the overall perceptions of 

gifted students regarding the honors program by comparing the perceptions of (a) 

students participating in the honors program, (b) students who once participated in the 

program and dropped out, and (c) students who qualified for the program and did not 

participate. Through the examination of the perceptions of gifted students, valuable 

information was gathered to assist the administrators of honors programs in determining 

the reasons why students were not completing and choosing not to participate. 

Theoretical Framework 

Tinto (1987) created a theoretical model that examined persistence of students in 

college in which the social integration of the student to the college environment was an 

ultimate predictor of the student's decision to either persist or depart from college. Tinto 

proposed that a student's persistence is affected by his/her successful integration into the 

social and academic worlds of a college or university. According to Tinto, a student's 

persistence in college can be measured by his/her ability to academically integrate into 

the college environment as measured by grade performance and intellectual development. 

The integration of a student into the social system of a college can be accomplished 

through formal and informal interactions between the student and his/her peer group, 

through extracurricular activities, and through the interaction between the student and 

faculty (Callahan, 2007). 
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Using Tinto's theory of social integration as the theoretical framework for this study, 

the researcher proposed that participation in the honors program at a college may be a 

natural outlet in determining the level of persistence of a student. The components within 

an honors program are both academic and social. This study determined the perceptions 

of gifted students regarding the honors program, which involved information regarding 

the decision of such students to participate in the program or not. 

Tinto (1987) noted the greater the congruence between the values, goals, and attitudes 

of students and those of the college, as well as between the students' capabilities and the 

colleges' demands, the more likely a student is to persist in college. Tinto created a model 

of student departure, which refers to how a student enters college with a certain level of 

commitment based upon familial influence and motivation, which upon entering the 

college environment is influenced by the academic and social constructs of the university. 

According to Tinto's theory, over time, the student's academic and social integration 

influence his/her commitment to the institution and community, which may lead to the 

student staying or leaving the university. 

Building upon Tinto's theory of social integration, Astin (1984) developed a model of 

involvement in which he determined the need of a point of identification for the 

individual within an institution. Students may become alienated in particular areas on 

campus; however, students can still persist due to their ties to other areas of the 

university, such as athletics, fraternities, sororities, and honors programs (Porter, 1990). 

Through Astin's theory, the involvement of the student through activities and programs 

provided by the university, requiring time and effort on behalf of the student, can have a 

direct impact upon the growth and development of the student (Ethington & Horn, 2007). 
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Astin's theory of student involvement refers to the amount of physical and psychological 

energy that a student decides to devote to the experience of academia, whether that focus 

is university-wide or within a chosen program, such as honors (Seidman, 2005). 

The concept of institutional selectivity was also utilized in the theoretical framework 

of this study. Institutional selectivity can be an important concept for colleges and 

universities, especially in addressing the selectivity processes of honors programs 

(Callahan, 2007). The idea of selectivity usually refers to the selectivity of the entire 

institution; however, programs within the institution can also be selective, such as the 

honors program (Rinn, 2007). Academic selectivity can determine what constitutes 

excellence in undergraduate education (Pascarella et al., 2006). Selective colleges and 

universities have been shown to have higher graduation rates and a positive link to an 

increase in post-college earnings (Kuh & Pascarella, 2004). Thus, the concept of 

institutional selectivity in regards to an honors program could be helpful in determining 

higher graduation rates in gifted students. 

According to Chickering and Gamson (1991), there are seven principles for good 

practice in undergraduate education. These seven principles are: (1) student-faculty 

contact, (2) cooperation among students, (3) active learning, (4) prompt feedback to 

students, (5) time on task, (6) high expectations, and (7) respect for diverse students and 

diverse ways of knowing. Honors programs can be considered important components for 

the seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education. By engaging gifted 

students in honors programs at a university, institutions increase the excellence within 

undergraduate education (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Rinn, 2007). 



Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework as seen in Figure 1 represents the concepts introduced in 

this study. 

Institutional 
Selectivity: 

Selection Criteria 
for Participation 

Honors Program 
Components 

Persistence 
and/or 

Involvement 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study began with the selection criteria for 

participation in the honors program (institutional selectivity) which lead to which 

students were considered appropriate for the program. Once that decision was made by 

the administrators of the honors program, students who chose to participate in the 

program would have access to the various components of the honors program, such as the 

honors courses and excursions. Students who were qualified and chose not to participate 

in the program may have chosen not to do so based upon their perceptions of the 

program. The students who chose to participate, had a choice to continue participation or 

to discontinue (Tinto's social integration theory and Astin's model of student 

involvement). Thus, depending upon the student's adequate integration and/or 
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involvement in the program, the outcome was either graduation with the full 

requirements completed for the honors program or not. 

Significance of the Study 

Honors program students are valuable assets to a university in that these students 

assist with increasing the overall competitiveness among colleges for the retention of 

gifted students (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Long, 2002; Rinn, 2007). The answers 

to the questions of this study will benefit the stakeholders within the university, which 

include, but are not limited to (a) the director of the honors program, (b) the 

administration of the university, (c) the faculty of the university, (d) the admissions 

department program recruiters, (e) the parents of participating and interested students, 

and (f) the students themselves. In addition, high school guidance counselors who share 

information regarding the purpose and value of participation in honors programs will 

benefit from the results of this study. 

The administrators of the university can use the results of this study to determine if 

any improvements or adjustments should be made to the overall requirements and 

components of the program. By determining the perceptions of gifted students regarding 

the honors program, the researcher was able to assist the administrators in determining 

what factors may increase the overall participation in the program, with the goal of 

assisting with the overall completion rates of the honors program. This information may 

assist honors programs throughout the United States in determining the components of a 

program that are perceived as valuable or not among gifted students. 

According to Rinn (2007), the study of gifted college students enrolled in honors 

programs is helpful in that most educators assume selective programs are best for the 



academic and self-concept of gifted students. In addition, various researchers have 

identified that the study of selective programs in higher education is scarce, which has 

resulted in little empirical evidence to support such programs (Rinn, 2007; Shushok, 

2002). This study increased the body of literature on selective programs. 

Procedures 

For the first five research questions of the study, the researcher did the following: 

qualitatively analyzed the themes of the answers to the survey open-ended questions as 

well as through the in-depth structured interviews using modified analytic induction. For 

the close-ended questions, the researcher used quantitative methods to calculate the 

answers to the survey closed-ended questions to provide descriptive results. 

In order to answer the final three research questions of this study, the researcher used 

data collected from the university's Office of Institutional Effectiveness. Using 

quantitative methods, the researcher gathered the information regarding graduation rates 

on the three groups being studied and reported the descriptive information. In addition, 

the researcher conducted a chi-square test of independence in order to determine if there 

was a significant relationship between the three groups of students being studied and the 

student graduation rates. 

Delimitations of the Study 

The researcher chose to conduct this study utilizing data from a private university 

only. If the study was to include honors programs at public universities or community 

colleges, the results could be used to compare to those types of colleges; however, the 

researcher chose to limit the study to only a private university. This study was limited to 

information collected from only one university, which limited the scope of information 
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being gathered; however, it is important to note that universities similar in size, 

admission criteria, academic programs, and student demographic characteristics will be 

interested in the results of this study. An additional delimitation was that the researcher 

chose to study information regarding the honors program for only three academic years. 

This study focused on general honors programs and not departmental honors; therefore, 

no extrapolations should be made for departmental honors programs. 

Limitations of the Study 

The perceptions of students are subjective data and are limited to only the information 

that students self-report, which is challenging to generalize to other populations. The 

information on the surveys included questions that were close-ended as well as open-

ended; however, the results were limited to the degree of honesty from the students when 

answering the questions. The in-depth, structured interviews with students included open-

ended questions; however, the study was limited by the degree of honesty in the answers 

from the student participants. This study was a program evaluation in that the results 

were not designed to be generalized to a larger population; however, the results could be 

utilized for program modification and improvement. 

Definition of Terms 

In order to adequately describe the details of the study, a few definitions of terms are 

necessary. The following are terms that were utilized throughout the study; therefore, a 

definition has been supplied for each term. 

Honors Program. An honors program is a program on the campus of a college or 

university that provides enriched educational opportunities for gifted students. Students 

who participate in an honors program are usually admitted to the program as freshmen or 
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possibly as transfer students. Some universities may allow qualified sophomore students 

to participate at the beginning of the second year of college. Most colleges require some 

of the following criteria in order for a student be qualified for participation: (1) a 

particular high school grade point averages (GPA); (2) a particular high school class 

rank; (3) a particular Scholastic Aptitude Test score (SAT). Most honors programs are 

open to students of any major within the college (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; 

Cosgrove, 2004a; Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003; Phillips, 2003). 

Gifted Students. Gifted students are those students who have performed at optimal levels 

academically in high school and are more likely to perform at similar levels in the college 

environment. Gifted students have a higher than average SAT score, high school GPA, 

and high school rank (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a; Enochs, 2001; 

Huggett, 2003; Phillips, 2003). 

Attrition. Attrition is the diminution in numbers of students resulting from lower student 

retention (Hagedorn, 2005). 

Retention. Retention for the purpose of this study is defined as programmatic retention, 

which is continued participation from a student in a college program from year to year. 

The college program could be that of a selected field of study or a university program, 

such as honors (Hagedorn, 2005). Programmatic retention in reference to the honors 

program is the continued participation in the honors program from one semester or year 

to another subsequent semester or year (Campbell, 2006). 

Perception. Perception is the way in which a person interprets an experience by 

attempting to make sense of his/her world (Christopher, 2003). 
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Summary 

In conclusion, this study involved the examination of a private university's 

undergraduate honors program. The perceptions of gifted students participating in the 

honors program were compared to those who dropped out of the program as well as those 

who were qualified and chose not to participate. Overall, the stakeholders can use the 

information from this study to potentially adjust the various components of the program 

in order to adequately address the needs of gifted students within the university. The 

information from this study can be used to assist with increasing the retention rates in the 

honors program as well as to solicit an increase in participation from gifted students. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview of the Chapter 

This chapter consists of the background information on the perceptions of gifted 

students of an honors program at a private university in the southeastern United States. 

This chapter will provide an overview and history of honors programs, which will include 

a discussion of the various components of honors programs. The effectiveness of honors 

programs will be reviewed as well as the role of honors programs in the retention of 

gifted students. 

This chapter will also include an overview of studies that have been conducted 

regarding honors programs and the completion of requirements to be an honors program 

graduate. A discussion of the decision to participate or not in honors programs will be 

included as well as the perceptions of gifted students who do choose to participate. A 

history of the honors program within the university being examined in this study will be 

included. Finally, the theoretical framework of the study, which includes: (a) Tinto's 

theory of social integration (1987), (b) Astin's model of involvement (1984, 1993), and 

(c) institutional selectivity will be examined. 
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Honors programs have been a fundamental component of higher education for most 

colleges and universities since the 1920s (National Collegiate Honors Council, 2009). 

Since that time, honors programs have evolved to include various outlets for gifted 

students that include, but are not limited to: (1) research opportunities; (2) study abroad; 

(3) service learning; (4) honors excursions, lectures, and courses; and (5) an honors 

project or thesis (Callahan, 2007; Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a; Enochs, 2001; 

Huggett, 2003). 

History of Honors Programs 

The honors movement did not take place in the United States until the early twentieth 

century when two colleges, Columbia and Swathmore became instrumental in 

introducing honors programs to higher education (Shushok, 2002). At Swathmore, the 

administrators of the honors program recognized that honors classes had to exceed the 

regular course work of the college. Students who were selected to participate in the 

honors program at Swathmore were certified for participation by their lower-division 

instructors and were given the opportunity to construct their studies as they desired 

during their last two years of instruction at the college (Brubacher & Rudy, 1958). Other 

colleges soon followed in the development of honors programs. In 1919, Columbia 

introduced the first general honors curriculum that included classic literature as a staple 

component. 

Honors programs have been developed in order to provide students who are motivated 

academically with the opportunity to challenge themselves and others around them 

(Pehlke, 2003). In addition, one of the reasons honors programs have become a critical 
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component of the academic mission of colleges may be due to the increased competition 

for high-achieving students on campuses (Long, 2002). One of the ways that colleges 

assist gifted students is by encouraging them to become involved in educationally 

purposeful organizations, such as an honors program, which can involve increased 

interaction with faculty members and service learning projects (Ackerman & 

Schibrowsky, 2007). 

Components of Honors Programs 

This section of the literature will provide information regarding the various 

components of an honors program. Administrators of honors programs may choose the 

components that they wish to include within an honors program. 

Honors Research 

According to the National Commission on Accountability in Higher Education (2005), 

some of the fundamental components of honors programs are found in the national 

agenda for higher education, such as student attainment, quality research and service. The 

majority of competitive private colleges and universities include undergraduate research 

as a strategic component of learning (Bratton & Shushok, 2006). 

Students are often required to conduct some form of research as a component of an 

honors program (Riehle, 2008). Research conducted by students can become part of the 

learning community of an honors program. Students may become involved in research 

interests that lead to the subject of a student's thesis or final project for an honors 

program (Bratton & Shushok, 2006). A research project can include components that are 

of interest to the student as well as assist with faculty members' research interests. An 

honors research project can be the culmination of the honors experience and provide 



students with valuable insight into something that is foundational in graduate school 

(Black, Grise, Barker, Thomas & Bollinger, 2008). 

Service Learning 

According to Kronick (2007), service learning requires that something be given to the 

community or the individuals who receive the service. The administrators of universities 

have begun to take a stronger sense of responsibility towards society, which is where the 

idea of service learning and responsibility to the community comes into play. In 1984, 

fewer than 4,000 students of higher education across the United States were engaged in 

service learning (Rothman, 1998). Over the last fifteen years, there has been an increased 

interest in service learning on college and university campuses (Young, Shinnar, 

Ackerman, Carruthers, & Young, 2007). According to Jacoby (1996), service learning is 

"a form of experiential education in which students engage in activities that address 

human and community needs together with structured opportunities intentionally 

designed to promote student learning and development" (p.5). Service learning projects 

have the potential to assist students with critical thinking skills and a sense of 

belongingness to the community around them. In addition, service learning projects can 

assist students when they get ready to enter the job market (Young, et.al, 2007). 

According to Simons and Cleary (2005), service learning has a positive effect upon 

the students' personal and interpersonal development in that students often indicate an 

increase in self-awareness and a development of leadership skills from participating in 

service learning initiatives. Grantham (1999) reported that service learning projects can 

allow community groups to partner with colleges and universities to solve community 



problems. In addition, Grantham expressed, in turn, that the community should be given 

access to the university and its resources. 

According to Kinsley and McPherson (1995), service learning is a method in which 

students can learn and develop through participating in activities that are thoughtfully 

organized to minister to the student's community and overall surroundings. The 

knowledge that students gain through engaging in service learning projects and initiatives 

allows students to enhance the abilities that they are being taught while in the college 

setting. Service learning projects are created in order to extend the learning that students 

are doing beyond the classroom setting (Kinsley & McPherson, 1995). 

Service learning projects are often seen as components of honors programs. Callahan 

(2007) determined that opportunities, such as service learning projects, allow gifted 

students to accrue more academic and extracurricular experiences than their non-honors 

peers at the same colleges and universities. The community service projects initiated by 

students seem to provide an outlet that assists administrators with the monitoring and 

retention of students (Caulfield, 2006). 

A large number of colleges have incorporated community service components into 

curriculum for students in order to provide an opportunity for the application of terms 

learned in the classroom. Colleges have chosen to incorporate service learning projects 

into curriculum because it promotes student learning (Gardner & VanderVeer, 1998). 

Service learning projects can be contributors to the overall mission of the college or 

university. Service learning can have a direct effect upon, but not be limited to, the 

following aspects of a college or university: (1) the promotion, tenure, and hiring of 

faculty (rewards can be tied to engagement in service learning and community based 
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research); (2) organizational structure (whether there is a campus-wide center for service 

learning); (3) student involvement (whether service learning is integrated into academic 

curriculums); (4) faculty involvement; (5) community involvement; and (6) campus 

publications (Gardner & VanderVeer, 1998). 

Study Abroad, Honors Excursions and Cultural Events 

Learning communities, such as an honors program, can involve the participation of 

excursions and cultural events. Through participation in components of an honors 

program, such as study abroad, students tend to become more committed to the college 

and integrated into the environment (Bratton & Shushok, 2006). The participation of 

students in formal campus experiences, such as courses, extracurricular workshops, 

cultural events, and other university-sponsored activities designed to engage students, 

generally result in positive outcomes for participants, especially for Caucasian students 

(Spanierman, Neville, Liao, Hammer, & Wang, 2008). 

Astin (1993) recommended that students have the opportunity to be involved in 

cooperative-learning activities that often lead to an increase in the amount of time that 

faculty and students spend together inside and outside of the classroom. Through such 

activities, Astin has determined that students become more integrated into the college 

community and tend to persist at a higher level. 

Honors Classes, Lectures, Learning Community and Mentoring 

Feldman (1991) conducted a study that examined Tinto's model of attrition in relation 

to an honors program. Feldman discovered that the influence of informal student-faculty 

contact was a very positive influence upon student's persistence. The amount of contact 

that students had with faculty members through mentoring, courses, and lectures tended 



to have a positive influence on students persisting in college and in the honors program 

(Feldman, 1991). The Community College of Philadelphia has an honors program in 

which faculty encourage students to pursue their aspirations through close mentoring of 

student goals (Berger, 2007). Throughout the honors program, students are encouraged to 

participate in seminars that address their career aspirations. At Miami Dade's honors 

college, students are required to attend biweekly colloquia, which feature presentations 

from guest speakers as well as by faculty members of the college (Floyd & Holloway, 

2006). 

Hegler (2004) reported on the assessment of learning communities. Some 

administrators include the honors program as a learning community within their 

universities. Most of the time, a learning community involves the alignment of two or 

three courses with at least one shared assignment (Hegler, 2004). In Hegler's learning 

community assessment of Doane College, of the 210 students who were enrolled in a 

learning community, eleven did not enroll for spring term. Six of the eleven students 

were first-year students; therefore, for students in all class standings, the retention rate 

was 94.8 percent. 

Braxton, McKinney, and Reynolds (2006) completed a study that assessed the efforts 

of colleges to reduce student departure. The researchers discovered that students who 

participated in learning communities found academic and social opportunities to be 

enriched within the learning community in comparison to other courses at a university. 

The researchers also discovered that mentoring provided by faculty was another positive 

factor that assisted students with persisting in college, especially when the mentoring 

involved a course that was considered challenging by the student. 



Nora and Crisp (2007) studied the various dimensions of mentoring in order to 

determine the value in such a support system on college campuses. The researchers 

determined that mentoring provided by faculty to students could positively impact 

students' abilities to succeed in college. 

Alexander Astin (1993) in his model of student involvement proposed that the 

utilization of peer mentoring is a key aspect of strengthening the learning of students and 

overall personal development. Astin considered the most effective influence on student 

development to be that of his/her peer group. One of the methods in which the influence 

of a peer group has been seen to be most useful is in that of learning communities. 

According to Astin (1993), the structured environment of a learning community through 

such programs as honors or pre-healthcare can build a sense of group identity which 

encourages cohesiveness and overall integration into the college environment. 

Huggett (2003) conducted a study that examined the components of a high-quality 

honors program. Huggett discovered that certain attributes were found in honors 

programs that were considered high in quality. These attributes were found in three key 

areas: (1) a culture that shared a commitment to the student and collaborative teaching by 

faculty; (2) a shared commitment by faculty of available resources for students; and (3) a 

continuous process of adapting and monitoring the environment of the honors program. 

The commitment of the faculty members to the students through engaged learning and 

the appropriate use of resources had a positive influence on the quality of the honors 

program (Huggett, 2003). According to DesJardins, Kim, and Rzonca (2003), interactions 

with faculty members lead to improved academic and social integration into the college 

environment for the student. 
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The Effectiveness of Honors Programs 

Phillips (2003) conducted a study to determine if community college honors programs 

were more effective in preparing students for future academic success than traditional 

classes. The study included 77 community college students who transferred to Sam 

Houston State University with an entering GPA of 3.3 or higher. The research questions 

of the study were: (1) is there a significant difference in the GPA of community college 

honor students during their initial semester at a four-year institution compared to students 

with similar community college GPAs who did not participate in an honors program?; (2) 

is there a significant difference in the GPA of community college honor students during 

each of the semesters they attended a four-year institution compared to students with 

similar community college GPAs who did not participate in an honors program?; (3) is 

there a relationship between the number of honors classes taken at a community college 

and academic success, based on GPA, during their initial semester at a four-year 

institution?; and (4) is there an effect in the success of community college honors 

students during the initial semester that students attend a four-year university based on 

two major demographic factors, gender and ethnicity? 

The results of the Phillips' (2003) study were that honors students performed better 

than students who took traditional classes during the initial semester at a four-year 

institution. In addition, the researcher determined that taking three or more honors classes 

at the community college significantly affected the initial semester GPA at a four-year 

institution. Finally, the researcher determined there was no difference in the initial 

semesters' GPA between genders or among ethnic backgrounds. 



DeHart (1993) conducted an investigation of two honors programs to determine their 

effectiveness and how the programs originated. In his investigation, DeHart questioned 

whether the honors programs were reaching the goals set from their origination, which 

included assisting gifted students. The perceptions of faculty and students were examined 

regarding the honors programs. The results of the study included suggestions to faculty 

regarding the rigor of the program and to gifted students regarding ways to increase their 

involvement in the program. One of the suggestions given by DeHart was to focus more 

efforts on recruiting and retaining minority students in the honors programs. Other 

suggestions that DeHart made were to increase the visibility of the programs, to have on-

going evaluation processes, and to acknowledge that with growth comes the necessity to 

make changes in the programs. 

Retention of Students in Higher Education 

According to Hammer (2003), the retention of incoming freshmen students "is one of 

the most critical issues colleges and universities face" (p.28). The retention of students is 

an area of focus for all universities in that each year, Noel-Levitz, a higher education 

consulting firm, is hired to advise administrators of universities about ways to retain 

students on their campuses (Hammer, 2003). According to Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda 

(1993), when looking at Tinto's theory of student integration, universities and colleges 

should concentrate on the overall enrollment management of students and work with 

student support services and organizations to ensure that students stay enrolled from year 

to year. 

The predictive factors that influence graduation in four years or less for most students 

are previous academic achievement and academic achievement while in the college 
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environment (DesJardins, Kim, & Rzonca, 2003). According to Jacobs and Archie (2007) 

the critical period of retention is in the first year that a student attends a college. College 

administrators can develop programs that assist with integrating the student effectively 

into the college community that assist with retention. Programs that foster a sense of 

community for students, such as an honors program, assist with overall retention (Jacobs 

& Archie, 2007). 

The retention of students can be a very important factor for college administrators, 

which can lead to such studies as one conducted by Engle, Reilly, and Levine (2004). The 

researchers were concerned about students that were considered "at-risk" for departure 

from the university. The researchers identified the "at-risk" students as students who had 

changed majors or were suffering with struggling GPAs or integration into the campus. 

Participation in the study was voluntary for the "at-risk" students. The study involved the 

students participating in a program called P.A.S.S., which stood for "Preparation for 

Achieving Scholastic Success." The P.A.S.S. program consisted of counselors who 

worked both individually and in groups with the students to assist them with study skills, 

identifying campus resources, and time management. The researchers determined that the 

P.A.S.S. program was successful in that students who participated were more likely to 

stay at the university after completion of the program. 

The Retention of Gifted Students in Honors Programs 

In 2007, Wohlgemuth and associates analyzed the retention and graduation for 

freshmen students at a Midwestern university. The researchers wanted to determine what 

student input characteristics and environmental influences could be used as predictors of 

year to year retention and graduation within six years. One of the predictive factors that 



the researchers used in the study was whether or not a student participated in the honors 

program. The results of the study were that students who participated in the honors 

program did not show a difference in one year and two year retention rates; however, 

honors students were less likely to be retained in the third and fourth years. One of the 

suggested reasons for the results given by the researchers was that the first year of the 

honors program was the most engaging year of the program, leaving the students to have 

a potentially stronger connection to the institution. In addition, the researchers suggested 

that honors students after the first year of participation may not be satisfied with their 

academic program and may transfer to another institution due to their lack of satisfaction. 

According to Tinto (1987), the first year of college is the most critical regarding student 

integration in that most students who depart from college do so after the first year. 

In 2002, Shushok conducted a study of an honors program in which the intellectual, 

social, and psychological development of gifted students was examined. Shushok 

discovered that when compared to non-honors gifted students, honors students achieved 

higher grade point averages and also maintained greater retention rates into the 

sophomore year of college. Shushok reported that the honors program participants 

received an average 3.41 GPA as compared to non-honors gifted students who received 

an average 3.10 GPA upon the completion of the freshman year of college. 

The Perceptions of Gifted Students of Honors Programs 

Astin's model of student involvement (1984) proposed that the amount of energy that 

students put into the activities in which they are involved directly determines their level 

of growth and commitment to persist at an institution. Astin in a conversation with 

Schroeder (2003) suggested that colleges and universities have not spent enough time and 
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attention in exploring the affective side of students, which according to Astin, referred to 

their perceptions, beliefs, and values. 

Davig and Spain (2004) conducted a study that examined the perceptions of students 

regarding an orientation course that was provided for freshmen students. The researchers 

determined that Tinto's theory of social integration, which involves student persistence, 

was highly correlated in the areas of the orientation program that addressed perceptions 

of the development of strong social networks between faculty and students and overall 

integration into the institution. 

Montgomery (1991) conducted a study of students' satisfaction regarding a 

community college's honors program. The researcher attempted to identify those factors 

that were considered satisfactory and unsatisfactory regarding the honors program at an 

Illinois community college. The students who participated in the study indicated that the 

most satisfactory component of the honors program was the instruction provided by the 

faculty members. The students expressed the highest satisfaction with the factors of the 

instruction, prestige, and privilege of participation in the honors program. The students 

expressed the highest dissatisfaction with the challenge, course offerings, and 

management of the honors program. 

In 2001, Enochs conducted a study to determine the perceptions of students' 

experiences in the honors program at Tennessee State University. The researcher 

determined that the purpose of the study was to assist the administration in assessing, 

modifying, and strengthening the effectiveness of the honors program. The following 

were the research questions in this qualitative study: (1) what are the demographic and 

other pertinent information of the honors population?; (2) how do you feel the honors 



program has impacted your intellectual development?; (3) how do you feel the honors 

program has impacted your personal and social development?; (4) how do you feel the 

honors program will affect your future?; (5) how satisfied are you with the honors 

program services?; and (6) as you think about the visible culture of the honors program, 

give your opinion on the rites and ceremonies, traditions, stories, rituals, or symbols that 

have positively influenced you. 

Enochs (2001) administered surveys in the honors classes at Tennessee State 

University. The study resulted in several recommendations to the administration 

regarding the honors program. The researcher gleaned from the study that the honors 

program should assist students in preparing for graduate school. In addition, the 

researcher determined that the honors program should become involved in the 

determination of scholarship money for gifted students. Enochs (2001) discovered several 

more areas of the honors program that could be improved, such as: (1) the advising of 

students, (2) contact with faculty by students, (3) the advertising of the program, and (4) 

the mentoring component of the program. The researcher suggested that future research 

focus upon the perceptions of students as they enter the honors program as well as when 

they are completing the requirements upon graduation. In addition, the researcher 

suggested assessing the perceptions of students that were qualified for the honors 

program and chose not to participate. 

Christopher (2003) conducted a study that involved the compatibility of honors 

programs and the perceptions of gifted students regarding their academic, social, and 

emotional needs. The qualitative study was conducted using a case study strategy in 

which the researcher had a focus group interview, conducted several individual 



interviews, and used an on-line forum. The students involved in the study were able to 

express why they chose to attend the university as well as why they chose to participate 

in the honors program. The students expressed that prior to joining the honors program, 

the expectations that they had of the program involved being a part of a challenging 

component of college that included knowledgeable professors and enhanced advisement 

by faculty. Overall, the results of the study were positive in that the students indicated 

that they were pleased with the academic rigor of the honors program and believed that it 

met their academic, social, and emotional needs. 

Lombardo (2005) conducted a study on the perceptions of students regarding 

academic and social engagement in a residence-based, interdisciplinary honors learning 

community at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln's J.D. Edwards Honors Program in 

computer science and management. The results of the study revealed that the participants 

did not assess the program as providing enough social support to the students; however 

the academic rigor of the program was rated very positively by the participants as well as 

the work-related skills that were gained through participation in the program. 

Cossentino (2006) conducted a study that gathered information from sophomore, 

junior, and senior honors students, faculty and directors, at four, four-year public 

universities to determine the experiences, performance, and satisfaction of honors 

students. Cossentino used a purposeful sample of 53 honors students with focus groups 

and in-depth individual interviews regarding the experience, performance, and 

satisfaction of the honors students. The results of the study were divided into two themes: 

student academic development and student personal development. The results of the 

study indicated that students chose to participate in the honors program for the increased 



academic challenge, priority registration, and enhanced graduate school and employment 

opportunities. The students rated the residence halls, active learning, and the community 

of the honors program as positive components of the design of the program. The students 

negatively rated the general education requirements as not challenging or useful. 

In 2007, Hebert and McBee conducted a qualitative study that examined the 

experiences of seven gifted students in an undergraduate honors program. The 

researchers conducted on-site interviews with seven students who were participating in 

the honors program at Southeast Technological University. The study involved data 

collection through the use of open-ended questions with follow-up questions. In addition, 

to the interviews, the researchers collected journal entries from the seven participants. 

The results of the study indicated that the participants discovered a strong, supportive 

community in the honors program. The participants described themselves as isolated and 

not socially engaging with others prior to joining the honors program at Southeast 

Technological University. In addition to developing a sense of community, the students 

expressed the strong mentorship of their honors program director as another positive 

aspect of the program. Overall, the results of the study conducted by Hebert and McBee 

(2007) demonstrated the positive influence of community found in the composition of an 

honors program as well as the need for guidance from the director of an honors program. 

The Completion of Honors Programs and Graduation Rates 

Stakeholders of universities are concerned with first year retention and graduation 

rates. The importance of completing a degree and graduating from college is a value that 

is admired by the institution as well as the public at large (Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 



2006). Astin (1993) determined that the investment of funds in student services was a 

more critical factor in retention of students than investment in instruction. 

In a study conducted by Cosgrove (2004a), a multi-campus empirical analysis was 

conducted of the retention and graduation rates of students participating in general 

education honors programs. The study examined how retention and degree-completion 

rates varied between two groups of honors students, those who completed their honors 

program requirements and those who did not. In addition, the researcher examined high 

ability students, which included students who demonstrated similar attributes to those 

participating in the honors program, but chose not to do so. The study encompassed a five 

year period from fall semester 1997 through spring semester 2002. The following were 

the research questions for this study: (1) is there a difference in the post-matriculation 

academic performance and graduation rates of honors completers, partial honors students, 

and high-ability students?; (2) among the students who did not graduate, is there a 

difference in the retention rates and academic performance of honors completers, partial 

honors students, and high-ability students?; and (3) among only students who entered 

honors programs, can any differences in honors program attrition rates across the three 

study sites be attributed to the student and honors program characteristics, including 

academic performance? 

The results of the study conducted by Cosgrove (2004a) were that the honors program 

students who completed the full program (27% of all students who began as freshmen) 

exhibited the greatest academic attainment. The honors completers had higher cumulative 

GPAs, higher five-year graduation rates, and graduated more quickly than partial honors 

or high-ability students. For partial honors program students, the remaining 73% of 



students who began in the honors program as freshmen but dropped out, the study 

indicated that their academic performance and graduation rates were not significantly 

different from high-ability students who were never part of the honors program. Thus, the 

honors attrition rate for this study was 73%. 

In a study conducted by Campbell (2006), an exploration of the factors that 

differentiated three groups of Oklahoma State University students was studied: (1) 

students who completed honors degree requirements; (2) students who completed only 

general honors award requirements; and (3) students who began college as honors 

program participants, but did not complete any honors award requirements. The 

following were the research questions for this study: (1) is it possible to predict levels of 

honors program completion? Specifically, are there linear combinations of predictor 

variables that provide for the classification of individual students into honors completion 

groups at a rate that is a significant improvement over chance classification?; (2) 

assuming such linear combinations exist, what is the strength of the relationship between 

the set of predictors and the criterion? In other words, how effective is the classification?; 

(3) which of the variables, individually or in combination with other variables, contribute 

most to the prediction of honors program completion?; and (4) how are honors 

completion groups different? 

Campbell (2006) discovered that 81.55% of students starting an honors program did 

not complete the full requirements. The findings of the study suggested that when 

compared with both completers and partial completers, noncompleters had significantly 

lower cumulative first-semester GPAs, lower high school GPAs, and lower class ranks. 

The researcher discovered that the first-semester GPA was the variable with the largest 



correlation to the function that separated the honors award groups. This finding suggested 

that academic performance during the first semester of college is the single most 

important predictor in the study of whether students who begin college in an honors 

program will persist to honors program completion. Finally, Campbell (2006) determined 

that in addition to high school GPA, the high school class rank provided independent 

information that assisted with the prediction of honors program persistence. The 

researcher suggested that the study be replicated in other college settings, such as private 

or community colleges, to determine if similar results would be found. 

In a study conducted by Enochs (2001) at Tennessee State University, it was 

discovered that an evaluation of the honors program had never been conducted. Enochs 

discovered that the honors program had an extremely low completion rate in that one out 

of 104 students completed the requirements of the program. 

The Decision to Participate in an Academic and Social Organization 

Students choose to participate in either academic organizations, non-academic 

organizations or a combination of both organizations. Students who become engaged in 

their learning environment, tend to experience increases in learning skills, acquiring 

knowledge, and ultimately graduating with a degree (Holzweiss, Rahn, & Wickline, 

2007). Students learn by becoming involved in programs on campus (Astin, 1984). 

Students become involved in college, which leads to the level and intensity of their 

involvement growing to a potential and willingness to persist (Metz, 2004). 

Bandura's social cognitive theory (1997) emphasizes the importance of outcome 

expectancies in influencing choice. To the degree that expectancies are positive, the 

probability increases that people will join and be active in an organization; however, to 



the degree that expectancies are low or negative, people choose not to join an 

organization (Skarlicki, Lucas, Prociuk, & Latham, 2000). According to Sassenberg, 

Jonas, Shah, and Brazy (2007), the value attributed to a group may depend upon the 

qualities of the group that seem compatible with an individual's current regulatory 

orientation and certain groups fit that need better than others. Thus, some groups allow 

for the fulfillment of one's regulatory needs, which makes the group more attractive 

when an individual is trying to decide if he/she wants to join it or not. 

According to Rinn (2007), one of the potential negative aspects of participating in a 

selective program, such as an honors program is the perceptions of the students. Rinn 

expressed that participation in a selective program, could cause a gifted student to receive 

lower grades than if he/she participated in regular classes. Rinn proposed that by 

participating in a less selective program, students may experience an increase in 

academic self-concept and would fare better academically rather than if they were to 

participate in a selective program, such as an honors program. The results of the study 

conducted by Rinn (2007) determined that the gifted students who participated in the 

honors program had significantly higher grade point averages than those gifted students 

who were not enrolled in the honors program and were thus in a less selective 

environment. 

According to Shushok (2002), whether or not a college has an honors program, it 

seems that it is important that universities create a welcoming and comforting atmosphere 

for highly motivated students in order to continue such motivation academically within 

the campus environment. Hunt (2003) contended that students who are involved on 

college campuses devote significant energy to academics, spending time on campus, 



participating actively in student organizations, and interact often with faculty. Students 

that are uninvolved tend to neglect their studies, spend very little time on campus, do not 

participate in extracurricular activities, and rarely initiate contact with other students or 

faculty. 

Enochs (2001) studied the perceptions of honors program participants regarding the 

program. Enochs encouraged future research to focus upon the many students who are 

qualified to participate in honors programs who choose not to do so. At Tennessee State 

University over 300 students were qualified to participate in the honors program on a 

yearly basis; however, only 104 of those qualified chose to participate. Out of the 104 

students who chose to participate, only one completed the requirements of the program. 

Cosgrove (2004b) conducted additional investigations into the multi-site honors 

program study he had conducted previously. Cosgrove included students who were 

honors program completers, drop-outs, and students who met the criteria to participate in 

the honors program and chose not to do so in an effort to determine if a difference was 

found among the groups in grades, retention, and graduation. In the study, there were 30 

honors completers, 82 honors drop-outs, and 108 high-ability students who did not 

participate in the honors program, with the highest number of participants in the study, 

being those that were high ability students who chose not to participate in the honors 

program. 

Cosgrove (2004b) found that the honors completers had significantly higher graduate 

rates and mean college GPAs than the other two groups. In addition, Cosgrove 

discovered that 77% of the honors completers graduated in four years as compared to 

61% of the drop-outs and 57% of the high ability non-honors students. Cosgrove 



suggested future research to focus upon the perceptions of why students do not 

participate in the honors program or drop out once participation has begun. 

Fenderson, Hojat, Damjanov, and Rubin (1999) conducted a study of students who 

were eligible to participate in an honors program at a medical college. The researchers 

compared the cognitive and psychosocial attributes of students who were eligible for the 

honors program and chose not to participate to gifted students who were participants in 

the honors program. The researchers discovered that the qualified students who chose not 

to participate scored higher on an anxiety and emotional instability scale; however, both 

sets of students began residencies at top-ranked academic and research medical centers. 

According to Heiberger and Harper (2008), Astin's model of student involvement has 

encouraged colleges and universities to evaluate programs, such as the honors program, 

regarding the program's ability to increase student involvement. The body of literature 

regarding the amount of students who are qualified to participate in honors programs and 

are choosing not to do so can be seen as an area that can be explored through the lens of 

Astin's student involvement model (Cosgrove 2004b ; Enochs, 2001). 

According to Mitchell (2002), one of the advantages to choosing to participate in an 

honors program is that the courses tend to allow for more in-depth discussion than the 

regular courses within a university. Gifted students tend to choose to participate in honors 

programs due to the chance to be challenged by further investigation into topics and 

theories than what is allowed in the average course offered at a university, which can lead 

to participation in research and further contact with faculty (Mitchell, 2002). 
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History of Honors Program at a Private Southeastern University 

The honors program in this study was created in 2000 in order to foster a sense of 

academic community among faculty members and students of outstanding ability (Carter 

& Robbins, 2008). Additionally, the honors program was created to attract higher 

achieving students and to fulfill a requirement of Phi Beta Kappa, which is the oldest 

undergraduate honors organization in the United States, for the university. During the 

creation of the honors program, several College of Liberal Arts faculty members traveled 

to various honors program conferences in order to determine how other colleges and 

universities implemented their honors programs. The faculty members discovered that in 

order to attract high caliber students to the honors program, components such as cultural 

activities and social events must exist (Carter & Robbins, 2008). Over the years, the 

honors program has evolved into a program that through cultural events, sponsored 

activities, and a four-year course of study that culminates in a project, encourages 

leadership in students and service learning. The program places an emphasis upon 

conducting research, participating in service learning initiatives, and studying abroad. 

When the honors program originated in 2000, entering freshmen were invited to enroll 

based upon a combination of the following: (a) their high school grade point average, (b) 

class rank, (c) SAT scores, and (d) a showing in a scholarship competition at the 

university (Carter & Robbins, 2008). Currently, students wishing to participate in the 

honors program may enter the program in the freshman year by meeting admissions 

requirements of the program. In order to participate in the current honors program, a 

student should have the following: (a) a competitive GPA from high school, (b) a SAT 

score of 1350 or more and (c) a writing sample of 250 words or less on the topic of why 



the student wishes to participate in the honors program and what contributions will be 

made to the program via such participation. The university admissions' office sends out a 

welcome letter to those students who qualify for the program. Students who meet the 

requirements to enter the honors program but do not enroll in the program upon 

admission to the university have the option to enroll in the honors program at any time 

during their first two years of study. In addition, in order to enter the honors program in 

the middle of the freshman or sophomore year, a student must have a competitive GPA 

and interview with the honors program faculty (Carter & Robbins, 2008). 

Once a student is participating in the honors program, he/she must maintain at least a 

3.5 grade point average in order to continue participation (Carter & Robbins, 2008). 

Program participants whose cumulative grade point averages fall below 3.5 are placed on 

program probationary status for a semester. If students do not restore the 3.5 cumulative 

grade point average in the succeeding semester, or if they fall beneath such a grade point 

average in any succeeding semester, they will not be allowed to continue in the program. 

Students fulfilling all requirements for the program receive their degrees "with Honors" if 

they have a grade point average of 3.5, "with High Honors" for grade point averages of 

3.70, and "with Highest Honors" for grade point averages of 3.85 or above (Carter & 

Robbins, 2008). 

The stakeholders of the honors program being examined in this study are the 

participating students and their parents, the faculty involved in the program, and the 

administration of the university. The honors program is available to students in the 

College of Liberal Arts, the School of Business and Economics, the School of 

Engineering, the School of Music, and the College of Education. Each school or college 
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has its own unique set of parameters for successful participation. Students have the option 

to participate in certain components of the program, such as service learning and the 

study abroad program. 

Theoretical Framework 

The following section presents literature review for the theoretical framework of the 

study. This study was based upon the theoretical framework of Tinto's theory of student 

integration (1987), Astin's model of student involvement (1984, 1993), and the concept 

of institutional selectivity. 

Tinto's Theory of Student Integration 

Tinto (1987) created a theoretical model that examined persistence of students in 

college. Tinto proposed that a student's persistence is affected by his/her successful 

integration into the social and academic worlds of a college or university. According to 

Tinto, a student's persistence in college can be measured by his/her ability to 

academically integrate into the college environment as measured by grade performance 

and intellectual development. 

Tinto (1987) noted the greater the congruence between the values, goals, and attitudes 

of students and those of the college, as well as between the students' capabilities and the 

colleges' demands, the more likely a student is to persist in college. Tinto created a model 

of student departure, which refers to how a student enters college with a certain level of 

commitment based upon familial influence and motivation, which upon entering the 

college environment is influenced by the academic and social constructs of the university. 

According to Tinto's theory, over time, the student's academic and social integration 

influence his/her commitment to the institution and community, which may lead to the 



student staying or leaving the university. Tinto noted that a study on the reasons why 

students depart from college could not be complete without determining student 

perceptions. 

According to Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea (2008), often times, students 

who begin college leave before the completion of a degree. In examining the various 

aspects of successful students, five sets of variables emerge: (1) initial students 

characteristics, such as demographics, pre-college academic experiences, and overall 

perceptions prior to attending college (2) the structural characteristics of universities, 

such as the size, programs offered on campus, and selectivity involved, (3) faculty and 

staff interactions, (4) the perceptions of the students regarding the learning environment, 

and (5) the amount of effort that students exert in activities (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 

Bridges, & Hayek, 2007). 

Astin's Student Involvement Model 

Various research studies conducted on the issue of student outcomes have resulted in 

the idea that students who are actively involved in the learning environment are those that 

are more likely to persist in college (Bratton & Shushok, 2006). Building upon the idea of 

social integration within a university, Astin (1984) developed a model of involvement in 

which he determined the need of a point of identification for the individual within an 

institution. Students may become alienated in particular areas on campus; however, 

students can still persist due to their ties to other areas of the university, such as athletics, 

fraternities, sororities, and honors programs (Porter, 1990). 

Astin's theory of student involvement refers to the amount of physical and 

psychological energy that a student decides to devote to the experience of academia 



(Seidman, 2005). Through Astin's theory, the involvement of the student through 

activities and programs provided by the university, requiring time and effort on behalf of 

the student, can have a direct impact upon the growth and development of the student 

(Ethington & Horn, 2007). Student involvement does not mean simply belonging to 

organizations or participating in extracurricular activities; however, it means exhibiting a 

strong effort of participation (Hutto, 2002). According to Berbiglia, Goddard, and 

Littlefield (1997), students who are interested in participating in an honors program must 

show that they are adaptable, risk-takers, and have the motivation to excel. 

Astin (1993) found that the three most important forms of involvement are: (a) 

academic involvement, (b) student-faculty involvement, and (c) peer involvement. 

According to Seidman (2005) there are five basic tenets of Astin's model of student 

involvement: (1) involvement can be generalized as in the total student experience or 

specific as in a program, such as honors, or an event, such as preparing for an exam; (2) 

involvement occurs along a continuum which is distinct for each student at a particular 

time with dropping out of college or a college program being a symbol of complete non-

involvement; (3) involvement possesses both quantitative and qualitative aspects; (4) the 

amount of student learning and personal development associated with any educational 

program can be directly influenced by the quality and quantity of student involvement in 

that program; and (5) the effectiveness of educational policy or practice is directly related 

to its capacity to increase student involvement. 

According to Hutto (2002), overall student satisfaction can be directly related to 

student interactions. By participating in clubs and organizations, such as an honors 

program, students experience developmental growth in several areas, such as leadership 
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abilities and overall knowledge. In general, the amount of time students invest 

individually in becoming involved in their institutions, the more they are apt to achieve 

and retain (Hutto, 2002). The social bond developed between the interaction of students 

with the faculty and staff of a university increases the likelihood that students will 

become involved in the institution and develop a sense of loyalty to the university 

(Ackerman & Schibrowsky, 2007). 

Institutional Selectivity 

The idea of selectivity usually refers to the selectivity of the entire institution; 

however, programs within the institution can also be selective, such as the honors 

program (Rinn, 2007). Academic selectivity can determine what constitutes excellence in 

undergraduate education (Pascarella et al., 2006). Selective colleges and universities have 

been shown to have higher graduation rates and a positive link to an increase in post-

college earnings (Kuh & Pascarella, 2004). Thus, the concept of institutional selectivity 

in regards to an honors program could be helpful in determining higher graduation rates 

in gifted students. 

One of the main ways that institutional selectivity has been defined has involved the 

average score of a student entering college on a standardized test, such as the SAT. The 

use of the SAT score has been widely accepted as a means of selecting students for 

admission to a university as well as to selective internal programs, such as the honors 

program (Pascarella, et al., 2006). 

Capretta, Jones, Siegel, and Siegel (1963) conducted a landmark study at Miami 

University in Oxford, Ohio that consisted of examining the "noncognitive" variables of 

selection of students who were eligible to participate in the honors program in order to 



improve upon the institutional selectivity for the program. The researchers determined 

that the caliber of students selected for the honors program had a drive for personal 

recognition in academic situations. It was determined from the study that personality 

characteristics other than high academic aptitude distinguish gifted students from the 

general population of students. 

Summary 

Some students report that an honors program can add valuable depth to the 

undergraduate learning experience; however, some gifted students who are qualified to 

participate in an honors program either choose not to do so or drop out after starting the 

program. This study involved the investigation of students' perceptions regarding an 

honors program at a private southeastern university. Students who were participants of 

the honors program, students who were drop outs of the honors program, and students 

who were qualified and never participated in the honors program were queried, with the 

ultimate goal being to determine the reasons why there was a low completion or 

participation rate for the honors program. 

Honors programs have been a part of colleges and universities for over 80 years. 

Honors programs have evolved to include various outlets for gifted students that include, 

but are not limited to: (1) research opportunities; (2) study abroad; (3) service learning; 

(4) honors excursions, lectures, and courses; and (5) an honors project or thesis. 

Research can usually be found as a component of an honors program . Service 

learning projects are also often seen as components of honors programs. Through 

participation in the various components of an honors program, such as study abroad, 



service learning projects, lectures, and research, students tend to become more committed 

to the college and integrated into the environment. 

The recruitment and retention of gifted students in honors programs are important 

factors for college administrators. The perceptions of gifted students regarding honors 

programs can be used as information to assist with the development of programs that 

meet the needs of those students involved. Overall, the completion of the required 

components of an honors program and the ultimate graduation by a student from an 

honors program are important to the administrators of colleges and universities. 

The number of gifted students qualified to participate in honors programs who do not 

participate is of concern to college administrators. Utilizing the theoretical framework of 

Tinto's theory of social integration (1987), Astin's model of student involvement (1984, 

1993), and institutional selectivity, this study of an honors program in the southeastern 

United States examined the perceptions and graduation rates of students who were honors 

program participants, drop-outs, and qualified non-participants. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

Introduction 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to determine the overall perceptions of 

gifted students regarding the honors program of a Southeastern private university by 

comparing the perceptions of (a) students participating in the honors program, (b) 

students who once participated in the program and dropped out, and (c) students who 

qualified for the program and did not participate. Through the examination of the 

perceptions of gifted students, valuable information was gathered to assist the 

administrators of honors programs in determining the reasons why students are not 

completing and choosing not to participate. 

The administrators of the university can use the results of this study to determine if 

any improvements or adjustments should be made to the overall requirements and 

components of the program. By determining the perceptions of gifted students regarding 

the honors program, the researcher was able to assist the administrators in determining 

what factors may increase the overall participation in the program, with the goal of 

assisting with the overall completion rates of the honors program. This information may 

assist honors programs throughout the United States in determining the components of a 

program that are perceived as valuable or not among gifted students. Overall, this study 

contributed to the body of literature regarding honors programs in that not many studies 

4 4 
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have been conducted on the subject matter and few, if any, have been conducted on the 

campus of a private university. 

Design of the Study 

A mixed methods design was chosen for this study since through the use of elements 

of qualitative and quantitative methods, the researcher can broaden the depth of 

understanding regarding the perceptions of gifted students of an honors program 

(Creswell, 2009). By incorporating research questions that addressed the problem both 

qualitatively and quantitatively, the researcher provided a larger scope of analysis to the 

problem in that the analysis involved more than one method of investigation. An 

"insider" view was obtained through the qualitative portion of the open-ended survey 

questions and in-depth focused interviews and the quantitative portion revealed the 

descriptive information gathered from the student perspectives (Creswell, 2009). 

According to Creswell (2009), the mixed methods approach to research has become an 

increasingly popular one. A mixed methods approach to research allows the researcher to 

utilize the strengths of qualitative and quantitative research to address an issue, which 

may not be as adequately addressed if only one of the methods was utilized. The 

researcher chose to utilize a mixed methods approach for this study in that it allowed the 

researcher to explore the issue with more depth and overall accuracy. 

Description of the Setting 

The setting for this study was a private university in the Southeastern United States. 

The honors program has been active on the university campus since 2000. Students are 

chosen to participate in the honors program based upon meeting the following criteria: (a) 

a competitive GPA from high school, (b) a SAT score of 1350 or more and (c) a writing 
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sample of 250 words or less on the topic of why the student wishes to participate in the 

honors program and what contributions will be made to the program via such 

participation. Students are selected to participate in the honors program as freshmen; 

however, students who meet the qualifications and do not begin the program as freshmen 

students may choose to participate up until the beginning of their second year. If a student 

chooses to participate sometime between their first and second year of college, the 

additional qualification of an interview with honors program faculty is required. 

Pilot Study and Participant Information 

The researcher conducted a pilot study of the honors program at the university during 

the 2007-2008 academic year. The data collected during the pilot study as well as data 

collected from a follow-up study during the 2008-2009 academic year were used to 

examine the research questions of this study. The students involved in the pilot study and 

the subsequent follow-up study were (a) honors program participants, (b) honors program 

drop outs, and (c) program-qualified non-participants. Students who participated in the 

two studies shared perceptions regarding the honors program via an on-line survey 

instrument. 

In addition to the pilot study and follow-up study data, archival data retrieved from the 

university's Office of Institutional Effectiveness was utilized to assist with the descriptive 

information regarding students who qualify for the honors program as well as graduation 

rates of the student groups in this study. The researcher also conducted in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with qualified students during the 2009-2010 academic year in 

order to further investigate the perceptions of gifted students regarding the honors 

program. The in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with students from the 
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three groups being studied: (a) honors program participants, (b) honors program drop 

outs, and (c) program-qualified non-participants. 

Pilot Study Instrumentation and Results 

The pilot study was conducted during the 2007-2008 academic year and involved the 

creation of a survey instrument that was administered via Survey Monkey, an on-line 

survey software product, to gifted students in the following categories: (a) honors 

students, (b) students who dropped out of the honors program, and (c) students who were 

qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so. Prior to the 

administration of the survey, the instrument was examined by the directors of the honors 

program and other members of a university retention committee for content validity. The 

researcher conducted a Cronbach's alpha on the instrument for reliability purposes, which 

resulted in a = 0.91, which is considered reliable as the results were over 0.70 (Creswell, 

2009). 

The survey consisted of areas of demographic information, perception questions, and 

requests for suggestions for improvements for the honors program (Appendix A). The 

response rate to the survey was as follows: 30 honors students, 12 honors program drop-

outs, and 94 students who qualified for the honors program and did not participate, for a 

total of 136 participants. The response rate for the pilot survey was 18.76% in that out of 

750 potential respondents, 136 students participated in the survey. According to Krejcie 

and Morgan (1970), the appropriate sample size for a population of 750 potential 

respondents would be 254 participants. The sample size for the pilot study was below the 

recommended size for the population; however, the researcher attempted to achieve a 

larger response to the survey by sending out multiple emails to students to increase 



participation. This was a limitation of the pilot study; however, with this study being 

program evaluation in nature, the results cannot be generalized to a larger population. 



Demographics of Respondents 

The following table represents the demographic data for the 136 participants in the 

pilot study: 

Table 1 

Demographics of Pilot Study Respondents from 2008 

Category Students Percentage 

Gender 

Male 31 22.79% 

Female 105 77.21% 

Ethnicity 

Caucasian 106 77.94% 

African American 16 11.76% 

Asian - Pacific Islander 7 5.15% 

NR 2 1.47% 

Other 5 3.68% 

Current Year of Study 

Freshman 29 21.32% 

Sophomore 52 38.24% 

Junior 54 39.71% 

Senior 1 0.74% 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Category Students Percentage 

<18 

18 

19 

20 

21 

Age 

0 

18 

70 

47 

1 

0.00% 

13.24% 

51.47% 

34.56% 

0.74% 

College of Liberal Arts 

School of Business 

School of Engineering 

School of Music 

College of Education 

Undecided 

School 

67 

20 

19 

7 

1 

22 

49.26% 

14.71% 

13.97% 

5.15% 

0.74% 

16.18% 

Table 2 reports how honors program students rated the various components of the 

program on the pilot study survey. The perceptions of the honors program students 

regarding the ease of enrolling and the amount of contact with honors advisors was rated 

very favorably. The categories of admissions counselors' knowledge of the program and 

updates on the honors program information were rated poorly by students. 
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Table 12 

Ratings of Honors Program Components 

Rate the Honors Program 
Very 
Good Good Fair Poor 

Very 
Poor 

Ease of Enrolling 40.00% 40.00% 13.33% 3.33% 3.33% 

Contact with Honors Advisors 40.00% 20.00% 20.00% 10.00% 10.00% 

Courseload for Honors Work 16.67% 46.67% 30.00% 3.33% 3.33% 

Hooding Ceremony 16.67% 26.67% 40.00% 3.33% 13.33% 

Admissions Counselors' Knowledge 
about Honors Program 13.33% 23.33% 36.67% 20.00% 6.67% 

Honors Convocation 10.00% 43.33% 33.33% 6.67% 6.67% 

President's Luncheon 10.00% 33.33% 26.67% 16.67% 13.33% 

Curriculum Choices 6.67% 30.00% 53.33% 3.33% 6.67% 

Updates on Honors Programs 
Information 6.67% 23.33% 30.00% 23.33% 16.67% 

The headings listed below are the thematic categories determined from analysis of 

the responses from honors program students to the open-ended questions on the survey: 

(1) goals and expectations and (2) benefits. 

Goals and Expectations 

Many of the participants in the honors program expressed that the goals and 

expectations of the program were not clear. One student expressed their perception 

directly by stating, "Make the expectations and goals of the program more clear." 

Another student expressed the following, "Please explain the expectations and 



52 

requirements." Finally, an additional student had much to say about the goals and 

expectations of the program: 

I love the premise, but students typically have no clue how the program works, what to 
do next, where to go for resources, etc. We have little organized contact with advisors. 
I didn't even know I could have an 'honors advising' appointment until second 
semester of my sophomore year. We have a good program I think, we just need to 
know what's going on, what we need to do, a clear idea of the requirements and how 
to do them. 

Benefits 

Participants in the honors program expressed that they did not understand what the 

benefits were of participating in the honors program. One student expressed their 

perception clearly, by stating, "We need to know the benefits." Another student 

expressed, "I didn't know about summer honors trips, so maybe publicizing those more 

would be of use to other honors students as well." One student identified an area that they 

would like to see changed: "Actually knowing what the honors program is about. I 

haven't heard anything about the requirements, focus, or advantages of the program." 

Table 3 demonstrates the rankings of interests of honors program students regarding 

various components of the honors program. The honors program students found early 

registration as the most appealing component of the honors program followed by the 

honors excursions. The students ranked participation in the Executive Forum as least 

interesting. 
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Table 12 

Ranking of Honors Program Participant Interests for Improvement 

Question 2008 

Early Registration 1 

Honors Excursions 2 

Honors Parking 3 

Enhanced Advising 4 

Honors Housing 5 

Mentors Program for research 6 

Honors Publications 7 

Honors Seminars 8 

Student Teaching Opportunities 9 

Participation on Academic Committees 10 

Table 4 reports how honors program students responded when they were asked 

why they chose to participate in the program. Students' perceptions were that academic 

recognition was the foremost reason why they chose to participate in the honors program. 
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Table 4 

Why Students Chose to Participate in the Honors Program 

Why Chose to Participate 2008 

Academic recognition 27.38% 

Participated in honors in high school 26.19% 

Challenge myself 25.00% 

Competitive edge in career 20.24% 

Early registration/interesting classes 1.19% 

Table 5 reports how honors students responded when they were asked about what 

practical experience they had participated in on the pilot study survey. The table 

demonstrates that honors program students have a high participation rate in the practical 

experience of field experience as well as internships. 

Table 5 

Why Students Chose to Participate in the Honors Program 

Practical Experience 2008 

Field Experience 45.83% 

Internship 29.17% 

Practicum 16.67% 

Co-Op 8.33% 
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Table 6 reports the various activities in which honors program students participated 

when asked on the pilot study survey. Students participated in other activities on campus, 

such as religious groups and Greek life. 

Table 6 

Activities Other Than the Honors Program 

Activities 2008 

Other (please define in comment section) 26.14% 

Religious groups 21.21% 

Greek Life 18.18% 

Intramural sports 17.42% 

Honor Societies within your major or minor 7.95% 

Departmental Honors Programs 3.41% 

Campus Journalism 3.41% 

Student Government 2.27% 

Table 7 reports the ranking of interests by honors program disenrolled students from 

the pilot study. The perceptions of students who disenrolled from the honors program 

were that early registration and honors housing were more appealing components of the 

honors program over honors seminars and participation in the Executive Forum, which is 

a School of Business initiative for students. 
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Table 12 

Rankings of Honors Program Disenrolled Students' Interests 

Interest 2008 

Early Registration 1 

Honors Housing 2 

Honors Parking 3 

Honors Excursions 4 

Student Teaching Opportunities 5 

Enhanced Advising 6 

Mentors Program for research 7 

Honors Publications 8 

Participation on Academic Committees 9 

Honors Seminars 10 

Participation in the Executive Forum 11 

The thematic category of "benefits" was determined from the analysis of the 

responses to the open-ended questions on the survey from students who dropped out of 

the honors program. Based upon the analysis of the data, students expressed that the lack 

of benefits was a reason for not continuing participation in the program. 
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Benefits 

The students who were once participants in the honors program expressed that there 

were very little benefits for participating. One student shared, "I wish there was more 

benefits for being in the honors program....there aren't really any perks." Another student 

expressed, "If there were some valid reasons to be in Honors, perhaps I would be more 

interested. Finally, another student expressed: 

The amount of work required for the reward of being in the honors program just 
wasn't worth it. There needs to be a much larger reward for staying in the honors 
program. I 'm a hard worker, but I felt overwhelmed with the regular class 
workload and the honors workload in comparison to the benefits from the 
program. There needs to be a much bigger carrot on the end of the stick. 

Out of the twelve students who dropped out of the honors program who answered the 

question on the pilot study survey regarding whether they dropped out voluntarily or fell 

below the requirements to remain, all twelve chose to voluntarily leave the program. 

Three of the twelve students answered that they were participating in other honors-related 

programs on the college campus. Students expressed their perceptions that the honors 

program did not seem to hold much of a benefit to them for their participation. One 

student shared, "The honors program is the same hours as a minor and didn't count for 

much." Another student expressed, "The benefits did not warrant the extra class per 

week; the classes were neither helpful nor challenging and I thought my time would be 

better spent pursuing departmental honors." 

Table 8 reports the ranking of the interests of students who were qualified to 

participate in the honors program and chose not to do so from the pilot study. Students 

who qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so perceived early 
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registration and enhanced advising as favorable over student teaching opportunities and 

honors publications. 

Table 8 

Interest Rankings by Qualified Non-Participants 

Interest 2008 

Early Registration 1 

Enhanced Advising 2 

Honors Housing 3 

Honors Parking 4 

Mentors Program for research 5 

Honors Excursions 6 

Participation on Academic Committees 7 

Honors Seminars 8 

Participation in the Executive Forum 9 

Student Teaching Opportunities 10 

Honors Publications 11 

Table 9 reports the reasons that students listed as why they chose not to participate 

in the honors program on the pilot study. Students who were qualified to participate in the 

honors program and chose not to do so reported that they did not know that they qualified 

for the program and that they did not know about the program. 
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Table 12 

Reasons Why Qualified Students Chose Not to Participate 

Why Chose to Not Participate 2008 

Didn't know I qualified 29.05% 

Didn't know about the program 19.55% 

Didn't see value 12.29% 

Wasn't interested 11.73% 

Already overcommitted 10.61% 

Didn't like the requirements 7.26% 

Not offered in my program of study 6.15% 

Preferred to concentrate on Honor Society membership 2.79% 

Other (please indicate any additional reasons for not enrolling in the Honors 
Program) 0.56% 

The following headings were thematic categories based upon the analysis of the 

responses to the open-ended questions of the survey from students who were qualified to 

participate in the honors program and chose not to do so: (1) advertisement, (2) 

dissemination of information, (3) prestige, (4) the application process and requirements, 

(5) benefits, and (6) financial assistance. 
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Advertisement 

Several students expressed that there was not enough advertisement for the honors 

program in order for students to be aware of its existence. One student expressed, "Just 

advertise the honors program." Another student shared, "I don't know enough about the 

program to offer any suggestions, sorry." An additional student stated, "Most people I 

know do not know about it. It should get more publicity." Another student stated, "More 

publicity about the Honor's Program would make it stronger so students are aware of it 

which would probably enhance participation. A student expressed, "Making sure that 

people were aware of the program would help." Finally, a student shared: 

Advertise more—I don't think many people are aware of what the Honors 
Program actually is. Also, I have been told—by my Admissions counselor—that 
what I would get out of the Honors Program is not worth the work I would put in. 
If the admissions people are discouraging students, something must be wrong. 

Dissemination of Information 

Students expressed that information was not disseminated effectively in order for 

students to be aware of the existence of the honors program. One student expressed, "I 

would definitely encourage students to be more informed about the programs so that 

eligible students don't miss out on such a wonderful opportunity." Another student 

shared, "Make the program known. A lot of people don't know much about it, regarding 

ways to join, etc., so just make it more accessible to students." An additional student 

suggested, "Provide more information to high school juniors and seniors." Finally, a 

student shared, "The honors program was never talked about with me but I definitely 

would be interested in joining because I believe it would add more of a challenge to my 

course study." 
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Prestige 

The lack of prestige of the honors program was expressed by several students. One 

student shared, "I think it needs to be more prestigious than it currently is. It should not 

be a one hour class you take every semester about something completely random. I don't 

think that fully embodies an honors program like at other universities." Another student 

expressed, "I think Honors students should hold more privileges." Finally, a student 

shared, "If the program is supposed to be for the best students at the university, the 

students need to be treated like it." 

The Application Process and the Requirements 

Students expressed that they were not aware of how to apply for the honors program 

or what the requirements were in order to participate. One student expressed, "Man, I 

wish someone told me I qualified. I would definitely be there." Another student stated, "I 

think the university needs to let students know if they qualify for honors and have their 

advisor speak with them about it." Finally, a student shared, "Make students aware of 

programs they qualify for. I had no idea that I was able to be in the Honor's Program, but 

I definitely would have joined if I were able to, and I still would like if possible." 

Benefits 

A lack of understanding regarding the benefits of the program was an area in which 

students felt that more explanation was needed. One student shared, "I would suggest 

making it more well known through advertising. Also, if the benefits of the Honors 

Program were clear then more students would probably join." Another student expressed, 

"It sounds great, I just don't see the value of registering for the honors program after I 

graduate. Do employers really care?" Finally, a student expressed, "Present the benefits 
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of the Honors Program to incoming freshmen other than looking good graduating with 

honors." 

Financial Assistance 

Several students expressed that there was not enough financial assistance provided as 

an incentive to participate in the honors program. One student expressed, "Be more 

considerate of the first generation college students whose family may not be well off 

financially as the average student." Another student expressed, "There should be an 

added incentive with scholarship funds." 

Based upon the results of the pilot study during the 2007-2008 academic year, 

students expressed that they would be willing to participate in the honors program if 

given the opportunity to change their decision regarding participation. The results of the 

question of whether or not a student who was qualified to participate and chose not to do 

so can be seen below in Figure 2. 

Overall Perceptions of Decision to Participate 

Reconsider Response - 2008 Survey 

50.00% 

40.00% 

30.00% 

20.00% 

10.00% 

0.00% 

Yes Possibly No 

Figure 2. Qualified Non-Participants' Responses to Reconsideration of Participation 



When asked if they would reconsider their decision to participate in the honors 

program on the pilot study, 36.56% of students reported yes they would and 44.09% 

reported that they would possibly reconsider their decision to participate. 

Working with Human Subjects 

Prior to participating in the on-line survey for this study, students were given the 

option to opt-out of participation. The students were given an option to opt-out of 

participation through an initial email and then also once logged on before the survey 

began. In addition, students were told via the email and at the beginning of the survey, 

they could choose to opt-out at any time. Prior to conducting the in-depth, semi-

structured interviews, the researcher shared with the participants that their participation 

was voluntary in that they could choose to drop out of the study at any time during the 

course of the interview. This information was reiterated on the informed consent that 

each student was required to sign prior to participation. 

Description of the Instrument 

A survey was created via Survey Monkey, an on-line survey tool, for both the pilot 

study and subsequent follow-up (Appendix A, Robbins-Carter Honors Program Survey). 

Prior to sending out the surveys to participants, the researcher had the retention 

committee of the university as well as the director and assistant director of the honors 

program analyze the instrument for validity purposes. The input received from the parties 

that analyzed the surveys was used to make some changes prior to releasing the surveys 

to the students. The researcher conducted a Cronbach's alpha on the instrument for 

reliability purposes, which resulted in a = 0.91, which is considered reliable as the result 

of the Cronbach's alpha was over 0.70 (Creswell, 2009). 



The surveys consisted of questions in the areas of demographic information, 

perceptions of the honors program and its components, and future recommendations for 

the program. The survey utilized skip logic in that if a student was a drop-out of the 

program or was qualified and never participated, then he/she was redirected to the 

sections regarding why he/she dropped out or never participated. 

Data Collection Procedure 

The research questions from this study evolved as a result of examining questions 

from previous research on honors programs. With the focus of this study on the concern 

of low completion rates within an honors program, below was how the researcher 

addressed the following research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who are 

participants? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

2. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

participants and dropped out? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

3. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

qualified to participate and chose not to? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

4. Why are qualified gifted students choosing not to participate in the honors 

program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001) 

5. Why are students who started the honors program not completing the full 

requirements of the program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a) 

For the first five research questions, the researcher did the following: qualitatively 

analyzed the themes of the answers to the survey open-ended questions as well as 



through the in-depth structured interviews using modified analytic induction. For the 

close-ended questions, the researcher used quantitative methods to calculate the 

answers to the survey closed-ended questions to provide descriptive results. 

6. What are the graduation rates of students who completed the requirements of the 

honors program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

7. What are the graduation rates of students who started the honors program and did 

not complete the full requirements of the program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

8. What are the graduation rates of students who were qualified to participate in the 

honors program and chose not to do so? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

In order to answer the last three research questions, the researcher used data collected 

from the university's Office of Institutional Effectiveness. Using quantitative methods, 

the researcher gathered the information regarding graduation rates on the three groups 

being studied and reported the descriptive information. In addition, the researcher 

conducted a chi-square test of independence in order to determine if there was a 

significant relationship between the three groups of students being studied and the student 

graduation rates. 

Statistical Analysis 

The surveys from 2007-2008 and 2008-2009 academic years were analyzed for 

descriptive information regarding the honors program by using modified analytic 

induction. Florian Znaniecki (1934) developed a method of qualitative analysis termed 

analytic induction. Through analytic induction, the researcher hypothesizes regarding the 

phenomenon being studied. Through the process of analysis, the hypothesis is modified 



according to any changes in the phenomenon until the hypothesis is repeatedly 

confirmed. At this point, the researcher can determine that there are no exceptions to the 

hypothesis. 

The researcher in this study initially hypothesized that the perceptions of the honors 

program students regarding the program would be either positive perceptions based upon 

a positive experience through participation or negative perceptions based upon 

participation in the honors program. The researcher hypothesized that the honors program 

drop-out students would have negative perceptions regarding the program, which led to 

their departure. The researcher hypothesized that the perceptions of qualified students 

who chose not to participate in the program would be negative in nature in that their lack 

of participation was based upon a negative perception of the program. 

The open-ended questions on the surveys were analyzed for themes in responses 

regarding student perceptions of the honors program. Those themes were gathered and a 

collective report was given regarding the major themes gained from the student 

perspectives. The researcher analyzed the data and determined the over-arching themes 

from the responses. The themes were determined by the most stated responses to the 

questions. Based upon the responses to the questions by the honors program students, the 

hypothesis was altered in that the overall perception of the students was negative in 

nature. The hypothesis regarding the perceptions of the students who dropped out of the 

honors program was confirmed in that they had a negative perception of the program, 

which led to their departure. The hypothesis regarding the qualified non-participants was 

confirmed in that the students' perceptions were negative in nature, which led to their 

lack of participation in the program. The close-ended questions of the surveys were 
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analyzed quantitatively in that aggregate descriptive information was reported on the 

responses of the participants regarding their perceptions of the honors program. 

The in-depth, semi-focused interviews were conducted utilizing participants from each 

of the three groups: (a) honors program participants, (b) honors program drop-outs, and 

(c) qualified gifted students who never participated in the honors program. The researcher 

had three groups with following number of participants: (a) six honors program students, 

(b) two honors program drop-outs, and (c) four students who qualified for the honors 

program and never participated. Within each group, students were asked 5-7 questions 

regarding their perceptions of the honors program (Appendix B). The interviews were 

audio-taped so that proper analysis of themes could occur upon completion of the 

interviews. The researcher analyzed the responses for major themes in order to report 

aggregate information regarding the overall perceptions of the students based upon the 

responses to the questions. 

The same hypotheses for the survey responses were generated for the students' 

perceptions through the interviews. The researcher hypothesized that the honors program 

students would either have positive perceptions based upon experience in the program or 

negative perceptions based upon participation. The researcher hypothesized that the 

honors program drop-outs would have a negative perception of the program, which led to 

their departure. Finally, the researcher hypothesized that the qualified non-participants 

would have a negative perception of the honors program, which led to their decision to 

not participate. The researcher modified the hypothesis regarding the honors program 

students in that the honors program students reported negative perceptions of the honors 

program. The researcher confirmed the hypotheses for the honors program drop-outs and 



qualified non-participants in that their negative perceptions led to either departure from 

the program or never participating in the program. 

Delimitations of the Study 

The researcher chose to conduct this study utilizing data from a private university 

only. If the study were to include honors programs at public universities or community 

colleges, the results could be used to compare to those types of colleges; however, the 

researcher chose to limit the study to only a private university. This study was limited to 

information collected from only one university, which limited the scope of information 

being gathered; however, it is important to note that universities similar in size, 

admission criteria, academic programs, and student demographic characteristics will be 

interested in the results of this study. An additional delimitation was that the researcher 

chose to study information regarding the honors program for only three academic years, 

with the academic year of 2009-2010 being the focus of the in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews. This study focused on general honors programs and not departmental honors; 

therefore, no extrapolations should be made for departmental honors programs. 

Summary 

In summary, this chapter has provided an overview of the methodology of this study. 

The researcher used data collected from a pilot study and subsequent follow-up study on 

the honors program, which involved the perceptions of gifted students. In addition, the 

researcher utilized information from the university's Office of Institutional Effectiveness 

to attain descriptive information regarding the participants as well as to determine the 

graduation rates of the three groups being examined in this study. Finally, the researcher 

utilized the information gathered from the in-depth, semi-structured interviews to assist 



with additional information regarding the perceptions of gifted students regarding the 

university's honors program. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter reports the results of this mixed methods study on the perceptions of 

gifted students of the honors program at a Southeastern private university. The 

perceptions of the following student groups were collected: (a) students who participated 

in the honors program; (b) students who once participated in the honors program and 

dropped out; and (c) students who qualified to participate in the honors program and 

chose not to do so. A follow-up survey was conducted of the three student groups during 

the 2008-2009 academic year to determine perceptions of the program. In-depth semi-

structured interviews were conducted with students from the three student groups during 

the 2009-2010 academic year to uncover additional information regarding their 

perceptions of the honors program. 

This chapter will describe the results of the surveys and interviews. The results 

include quantitative descriptive data obtained from the on-line surveys and from the 

Office of Institutional Effectiveness at the university. The results also include qualitative 

data from open-ended questions from the on-line surveys as well as from the in-

depth,semi-structured interviews with students. In addition, the graduation rates of the 

three groups of students are also reported. 
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Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who are 

participants? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

2. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

participants and dropped out? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

3. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

qualified to participate and chose not to? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

4. Why are qualified gifted students choosing not to participate in the honors 

program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001;) 

5. Why are students who start the honors program not completing the full 

requirements of the program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a) 

6. What are the graduation rates of students who complete the requirements of the 

honors program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

7. What are the graduation rates of students who start the honors program and do not 

complete the full requirements of the program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

8. What are the graduation rates of students who are qualified to participate in the 

honors program and choose not to do so? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 
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Follow-Up Survey 

During the 2008-2009 academic year, the researcher administered the survey as a 

follow-up from the pilot study to gifted students in the following categories: (a) honors 

students, (b) students who dropped out of the honors program, and (c) students who were 

qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so. The response rate to 

the follow-up survey was as follows: 49 honors students, 5 honors program drop-outs, 

and 49 students who qualified for the honors program and did not participate, for a total 

of 103 participants. 

The response rate for the follow-up survey was 8.92% in that out of 1155 potential 

respondents, 103 students participated in the survey. According to Krejcie and Morgan 

(1970), the appropriate sample size for a population of 1155 potential respondents would 

be approximately 285 participants. The sample size for the pilot study was below the 

recommended size for the population; however, the researcher attempted to achieve a 

larger response to the survey by sending out multiple emails to students to increase 

participation. 

The researcher conducted a Cronbach's alpha on the instrument again for reliability 

purposes prior to administration, which resulted in a = 0.94, which is considered reliable 

as the results were over 0.70 (Creswell, 2009). 
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Demographics of Respondents for Survey 

Table 10 reports the demographic data for the 103 respondents to the follow-up 

survey. The majority of the participants were female and Caucasian; 

Table 10 

Demographics of Follow-up Survey Respondents 

Category Students Percentage 

Gender 

Male 28 27.18% 

Female 75 72.82% 

Ethnicity 

Caucasian 75 72.82% 

African American 10 9.71% 

Asian - Pacific Islander 5 4.85% 

NR 6 5.83% 

Other 7 6.80% 

Current Year of Study 

Freshman 37 35.92% 

Sophomore 32 31.07% 

Junior 32 31.07% 

Senior 2 1.94% 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Category Students -Percentage 

Age 

<18 

18 

19 

20 

21 

1 

14 

37 

28 

23 

0.97% 

13.59% 

35.92% 

27.18% 

22.33% 

College of Liberal Arts 

School of Business 

School of Engineering 

School of Music 

College of Education 

Undecided 

School 

59 

11 

18 

8 

3 

4 

57.28% 

10.68% 

17.48% 

7.77% 

2.91% 

3.88% 

2010 Interviews 

In 2010, the researcher conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with students 

who were honors program participants, students who disenrolled from the honors 

program, and students who qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not 

to do so. The response rate for the interviews was 6.59% in that out of 182 potential 
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interviewees, 12 students participated in the interviews. The researcher attempted to 

achieve a larger response to the survey by sending out multiple emails to students to 

increase participation. 

Demographics of Interview Respondents 

Table 11 reports the demographic data for the twelve interview respondents. There 

was equal participation from males and females, who were Caucasian. 

Table 11 

Demographics of Interview Respondents 

Category Students Percentage 

Gender 

Male 6 50.00% 

Female 6 50.00% 

Ethnicity 

Caucasian 12 100.00% 

Current Year of Study 

Sophomore 4 33.33% 

Junior 6 50.00% 

Senior 2 16.67% 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Category Students Percentage 

School 

College of Liberal Arts 7 58.33% 

School of Engineering 4 33.33% 

School of Music 1 8.33% 

Research Question 1 

The first research question for this study was: What are the perceptions of the honors 

program among students who are participants? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003). The 

following is an explanation of the perceptions of the honors program among student 

participants based upon the data collected. 

2008-2009 Follow-Up Survey 

Table 12 reports how honors program students rated the various components of the 

honors program on the follow-up survey. The perceptions of the honors students 

regarding the ease of enrolling, contact with honors advisors, and course load for honors 

work were favorable. The perceptions of the honors program students regarding the 

admissions counselors' knowledge of the program and the updates on honors program 

information were not favorable. 
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Table 12 

Ratings of Honors Program Components 

Rate the Honors Program 
Very 
Good Good Fair Poor 

Very 
Poor NR 

Ease of Enrolling 53.06% 22.45% 20.41% 0.00% 2.04% 2.04% 

Courseload for Honors Work 16.33% 48.98% 24.49% 6.12% 2.04% 2.04% 

President's Luncheon 16.33% 40.82% 30.61% 4.08% 6.12% 2.04% 

Contact with Honors Advisors 14.29% 48.98% 14.29% 12.24% 8.16% 2.04% 

Honors Convocation 14.29% 42.86% 34.69% 4.08% 2.04% 2.04% 

Curriculum Choices 12.24% 38.78% 28.57% 14.29% 4.08% 2.04% 

Admissions Counselors' 
Knowledge about Honors 
Program 8.16% 36.73% 30.61% 10.20% 12.24% 2.04% 

Updates on Honors Programs 
Information 6.12% 22.45% 34.69% 26.53% 8.16% 2.04% 

Hooding Ceremony 6.12% 40.82% 38.78% 4.08% 8.16% 2.04% 

The following headings are the thematic categories determined from the analysis of 

the responses to the open-ended questions on the survey: (1) advertisement, (2) 

organization and design, (3) benefits, (4) communication, and (5) the research 

component. 
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Advertisement 

Several students mentioned that there was a lack of publicity regarding the honors 

program. One student wrote, "There ought to be more information regarding what the 

honors program is and how students can enter into it. I didn't even know it existed until 

second semester." Another student mentioned, "Better access to information regarding 

requirements and reorganization within the program." 

Organization and Design 

Students shared their perceptions regarding the overall organization and design of the 

honors program. One student shared, "The honors program as a whole: it's messy, it's 

unorganized, it's poorly designed and even more poorly executed, and therefore I cannot 

take it very seriously, especially when the issues can be solved so easily." Another 

student wrote, "A lot of freshmen I know, including myself, feel lost as we try to plan out 

our time in the Honors program. The ways to fulfill the requirements are a little unclear 

sometimes, and it would be nice to have a little more advice on how to approach our 

honors careers." Finally, a student shared, "More organization, more concentration/team 

building of Honor students, more of a campus presence, more of a voice in the 

administration of the university." 

Benefits 

Students shared that the benefits of the honors program are difficult to see. One 

student shared, "More incentives for Honor's Students could possibly cause more eligible 

students to participate. Also, the students need to know how the Honor's Program could 

benefit them or their future careers." An additional student wrote: 

Right now there are really no benefits to staying in the honors program besides 
graduation honors and early registration. No opportunities for teaching, 
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excursions, or any other honors related events have been presented to me, if they 
even exist at all. If there were more opportunities to be involved with Honors, 
there would be a lot more reason for students to join honors and stay in honors. 

Communication 

Students described a desire for increased and clearer communication regarding the 

honors program. One student shared: 

I don't believe there is a good knowledge of the honors program and its various 
components by all university faculty. It seems only those professors who teach 
Honors courses know much about it. Also, I feel like there is a lack of 
communication because of this and in general regarding Honors program policies. 

Another student shared, "Updating students on the requirements of the program (I 

have no idea what is going on, who my advisor is or if I have one, what classes I am 

supposed to be taking, etc.), making academic requirements/coursework more rigorous, 

making students aware of the value of staying in the program." An additional student 

stated, "It would be beneficial to have more meetings in which all university Honors 

students got together." Finally, a student summed up the issue regarding communication 

by stating, "I don't think there is anywhere near enough communication to us about the 

Honors Program." 

The Research Component 

Several students mentioned a lack of direction concerning the research component of 

the honors program. One student wrote, "Earlier introduction to the idea of honors 

research. I got through my freshmen year almost oblivious to the fact that the honors 

program required research so it would be really nice to have a mentoring program set up 

for the freshmen and sophomores." Another student shared, "Give the engineering 

students more direction with their honors projects... perhaps compile a list of topics of 

interest such as the one used for senior design." 
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Students who were honors program participants shared their perceptions regarding 

various components of interest within the honors program that they would like to see 

implemented in order to improve the overall program. Table 13 reports the interests of the 

honors program students by rank regarding improvements, from follow-up survey. The 

component of early registration was ranked as most interesting of the honors program 

components. Participation in academic committees and the Executive Forum were least 

interesting to the honors program students. 

Table 13 

Ranking of Honors Program Participant Interests for Improvement 

Question 2009 

Early Registration 1 

Honors Parking 2 

Enhanced Advising 3 

Honors Housing 4 

Honors Excursions 5 

Mentors Program for research 6 

Honors Seminars 7 

Student Teaching Opportunities 8 

Honors Publications 9 

Participation on Academic Committees 10 

Participation in the Executive Forum 11 
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Table 14 reports how honors program students responded when they were asked why 

they chose to participate in the program on the follow-up survey. Students' perceptions 

on the follow-up were that academic recognition was the foremost reason why they chose 

to participate in the honors program. 

Table 14 

Why Students Chose to Participate in the Honors Program 

Why Chose to Participate 2009 

Academic recognition 30.51% 

Participated in honors in high school 27.12% 

Competitive edge in career 22.03% 

Challenge myself 20.34% 

Early registration/interesting classes 0.00% 

Table 15 reports how honors students responded when they were asked about what 

practical experience they had participated in on the follow-up survey. The table 

demonstrates that honors program students had a high participation rate in the practical 

experience of field experience as well as internships. 
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Table 12 

Practical Experience by Honors Students 

Practical Experience 2009 

Internship 46.15% 

Field Experience 30.77% 

Practicum 15.38% 

Co-Op 7.69% 

Table 16 reports the various activities in which honors program students participated 

when asked on the follow-up survey. Honors program students demonstrated a high 

participation rate in religious groups, intramural sports, honors societies, and Greek life. 

The other category included responses from students such as work and participation in 

campus club organizations. 

Table 16 

Activities Other Than the Honors Program 

Activities 2009 

Other (please define in comment section) 26.67% 

Religious groups 19.56% 

Intramural sports 15.11% 

Honor Societies within your major or minor 13.33% 

Greek Life 12.89% 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Activities 2009 

Departmental Honors Programs 7.11% 

Student Government 3.11% 

Campus Journalism 2.22% 

2010 Interviews 

The following headings are the results of the thematic categories gleaned from the 

interviews with the students: (1) guidance with the research project, (2) suggested 

improvements, and (3) financial assistance. 

Guidance with the Research Project 

Students suggested that the required research project include more guidance and 

direction from the honors program directors and faculty members. One student stated: 

Research is new to me and you don't get much guidance. I had hoped that the 
honors program would help me with that. I didn't expect to have to ask for help. I 
expected to be guided at least partially as far as the process goes. 

An additional student shared, "There is not enough guidance on what to do or how to 

start the research project." Finally, an engineering student shared, "Engineering needs to 

start the research stuff earlier." 

Suggested Improvements 

The honors students suggested several areas in which they would be interested should 

they be added to the honors program. One of the suggestions made by a student was, 

"The honors program classes should be graded. It would be nice to have a grade that is a 

bit easier." An additional student shared, "I do not enjoy taking classes with CLA 
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(College of Liberal Arts) honors students. The papers in CLA do not provide feedback to 

students and there are no grades." Another student shared: 

I wish the honors program was clearer cut. I just found out there is a poster 
requirement in March. I need more direction. There are changes every year. I 
want direction from the first year on. It would be nice to have a plan at the 
beginning of freshman year. 

One of the students suggested, "There is no handbook. A handbook for the honors 

program would provide guidance and direction to students. It feels like the program goes 

on behind closed doors. There is a lack of details or specifics." 

Table 17 reports the ranking of interests by the honors program students, mentioned 

during the interviews, regarding components of the honors program. Honors program 

students expressed more interest in early registration, honors excursions, and having 

mentors for research over honors seminars. 

Table 17 

Listing of Interests for Honors Program by Honors Program Students 

Interests Respondent Rank 

Early Registration 1 

Excursions 1 

Mentors for research 1 

Participation in committees 4 

Executive Forum 4 

Parking 6 

Housing 7 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Interests Respondent Rank 

Student Teaching 7 

Enhanced Advising 7 

Publications 7 

Seminars 11 

Financial Assistance 

Several students mentioned the financial burden of the study abroad requirement. For 

instance, one student mentioned, "The study abroad requirement is nice but the 

scholarship doesn't cover it." Another student shared, "The CLA campus study abroad 

requirement has financial implications." 

Research Question 2 

The second research question for this study was: What are the perceptions of the 

honors program among students who were participants and dropped out? (Enochs, 2001; 

Huggett, 2003). The following reports the perceptions of the honors program among 

students who were participants and dropped out. 

2008-2009 Follow-Up Survey 

The thematic category of "direction and guidance" was determined from the analysis 

of the responses to the open-ended questions on the survey. 
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Direction and Guidance 

Students who dropped out of the honors program described a lack of direction and 

guidance while participating in the program. One student shared, "The honors program 

would have been more successful for me if there had been more direction and guidance. I 

found it difficult to get the help/financing that I needed to begin the project I was 

interested in." Another student mentioned, "Students in the Honors Program need a little 

more guidance from faculty, we're kinda left to figure it out for ourselves." 

Students who were honors program disenrolled students shared their perceptions 

regarding various components of interest within the honors program that they would like 

to see implemented in order to improve the overall program. Table 18 reports the ranking 

of the interests by honors program disenrolled students from the follow-up survey. The 

perceptions of students who disenrolled from the honors program were that early 

registration and honors housing were more appealing components of the honors program 

over honors seminars and participation in the Executive Forum, which is a School of 

Business initiative for students. 

Table 18 

Rankings of Honors Program Disenrolled Students' Interests 

Interests 2009 

Early Registration 1 

Honors Housing 2 

Honors Parking 2 

Student Teaching Opportunities 2 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Interests 2009 

Enhanced Advising 2 

Mentors Program for research 2 

Honors Excursions 6 

Honors Publications 6 

Participation on Academic Committees 6 

Honors Seminars 6 

Participation in the Executive Forum 6 _ 

2010 Interviews 

The thematic category of "suggested improvements" was determined from the 

analysis of the responses to the interview questions. 

Suggested Improvements 

One student shared the following about one of the honors program courses, "The one 

hour with Dr. 'X' was not fun, not entertaining. It did not pertain to most of the students 

and was not worth the time. It was difficult." One student stated, "The honors program is 

a lot of work, with no real benefits, except for early registration, which is the only reason 

that I stayed in for as long as I did." Finally, a student shared: 

The admissions office didn't talk about the honors program. I got a letter in the mail, 
but no scholarship money was offered. There was not a lot of information shared about 
the honors program prior to me coming to school. 
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Table 19 reports the ranking of the interests of the honors program by disenrolled 

students mentioned in their interviews. Students who disenrolled from the honors 

program valued early registration, parking and enhanced advising over publications and 

participation in academic committees. 

Table 19 

Ranking of Interests by Honors Program Disenrolled Students 

Interests Respondent Rank 

Early Registration 1 

Parking 1 

Enhanced Advising 1 

Housing 4 

Excursions 4 

Student Teaching 4 

Mentors for research 4 

Seminars 4 

Executive Forum 4 

Publications 10 

Participation in committees 10_ 
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Research Question 3 

The third research question for this study was: What are the perceptions of the honors 

program among students who are qualified to participate and choose not to? (Enochs, 

2001; Huggett, 2003). The following reports the perceptions of the honors program 

among students who were qualified to participate and chose not to do so. 

2008-2009 Follow-up Survey 

The following headings are the thematic categories determined from the analysis of 

the responses to the open-ended questions on the survey: (1) prestige, (2) benefits, (3) 

involvement in other university activities, and (4) publicity. 

Prestige 

Several students who were qualified to participate in the honors program and chose 

not to do so described the lack of prestige of the program. One student shared, "I feel like 

it is not as prestigious or challenging as it should be by any means." Another student 

shared, "Encourage all freshmen who qualify to be a part of the Honors Program while 

making the Honors program more prestigious and challenging." 

Benefits 

Students shared that the benefits for the honors program were not well known. One 

student mentioned, "From what little I know about the program through friends who are 

involved, I would say that it would be a lot more beneficial to offer the students more 

privileges and benefits rather than relying on 'prestige' or 'name value' that comes with 

the program." Another student shared, "Offer more benefits...Currently, many students 

don't see a point in the program because many majors will get you a job/career with or 

without the Honors diploma. Why do the extra work unless there are valuable benefits?" 
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Another student shared, "If there was more of an incentive to being in the Honors 

Program, then I would join. It just seems like there is too much added work at not enough 

added reward. Finally, a student stated, "It's been three years and I have known the 

honors program exists, but I have not known the details nor has it ever been advertised as 

something that would benefit me. If the benefits aren't that noticeable, then maybe they 

really aren't that great." 

Involvement in Other University Activities 

Many students shared that their involvement in other campus activities and their 

majors of study did not allow them adequate time to devote to the honors program. One 

student shared, "The rigorous schedule of the Guaranteed Admission Pre-Pharmacy 

Program won't allow it." Another student stated, "I do not have the time and energy to 

devote to the Honors Program if I want to keep my GPA high enough to keep all my 

scholarships." Finally, a student stated, "Still overcommitted—taking many classes for a 

double major, and cannot maintain sanity by adding another." 

Publicity 

Students shared that little information is known about the honors program on the 

university campus. One student shared: 

Educate incoming freshmen as well as current freshmen about the Honors 
Program. I am currently a freshman, and I do not remember hearing anything 
about the Honors Program until recently. I thought that if I was not chosen to be 
in it from the beginning of the school year, then there was nothing I could do. 

Another student wrote: 

The Honors Program should be an important part of the university. I did not even 
know it existed and by the time that I did, it was too late to join. There should be 
some sort of notification system for students who are eligible but are not in the 
program because chances are, the student does not know the program exists. 



some sort of notification system for students who are eligible but are not in the 
program because chances are, the student does not know the program exists. 

An additional student shared, "I know that a lot of people who should be a part of it 

are not because they did not know about the program as incoming freshmen. Then, when 

they found out about the program, the year had already started and it was too late." 

Finally, a student wrote, "I never knew how to apply for the honors program nor did I 

know I qualified for it. Perhaps spreading knowledge of the program and the 

requirements to enter the program would enhance the participation of candidates." 

Students who were qualified for the honors program and chose not to participate 

shared their perceptions regarding various components of interest within the honors 

program that they would like to see implemented in order to improve the overall 

program. Table 20 reports the ranking of the interests of students who were qualified to 

participate in the honors program and chose not to do so from the follow-up survey. 

Students who qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so 

perceived early registration and honors parking as favorable over honors seminars and 

honors publications. 

Table 20 

Interest Rankings by Qualified Non-Participants 

Interests 2009 

Early Registration 1 

Honors Parking 2 

Enhanced Advising 3 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Interests 2009 

Honors Housing 4 

Honors Excursions 5 

Participation on Academic Committees 6 

Student Teaching Opportunities 7 

Mentors Program for research 8 

Participation in the Executive Forum 9 

Honors Seminars 10 

Honors Publications 11 

2010 Interviews 

The following headings were the thematic categories from the analysis of the 

responses to the interview questions: (1) benefits, and (2) suggested improvements. 

Benefits 

Several of the students who were interviewed, voiced that they did not see the benefits 

in participating in the honors program. One student shared, "There was no reason for me 

to join the honors program. It didn't seem to have that much of a benefit." Another 

student shared, "I knew that the programs that I wanted to be a part of didn't offer any 

books that I have not already read and I do not think that the classes would be worth it." 

Another student shared, "The marginal value does not exceed the marginal cost. I can 

participate in the same things without being in the honors program." One of the 



engineering honors program students shared, "The engineering honors program is more 

work for no real benefit." 

The students mentioned several areas in which the honors program could be improved. 

One of the areas mentioned by the students was that of promoting the program more. One 

student shared, "Entering into school, it seemed that it was prestigious, but after that it 

was not promoted. I 'm not worried about prestige, but I feel it doesn't have that much 

promotion." Another student suggested, "If there was some real incentive for 

participation, for example, honors students got some automatic scholarship or if they 

were doing something really cool." 

Table 21 reports the interests by students who qualified for the honors program and 

chose not to participate, mentioned in their interviews as areas of interest for 

improvements to the honors program. Students who qualified to participate in the honors 

program and chose not to do so perceived early registration and honors parking as more 

favorable than participation in the Executive Forum and honors seminars. 

Table 21 

Rank Listing of Interests by Qualified Non-Participants 

Suggested Improvements 

Interests Respondent Rank 

Early Registration 1 

Parking 1 

Enhanced Advising 
3 
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Table 10 (continued) 

Interests Respondent Rank 

Mentors for research 1 

Participation in committees 5 

Housing 6 

Excursions 6 

Student Teaching 6 

Publications 6 

Executive Forum 6 

Seminars 11 

Research Question 4 

The fourth research question for this study was: Why are qualified gifted students 

choosing not to participate in the honors program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; 

Enochs, 2001). 

Table 22 reports the reasons that students listed as why they chose not to participate in 

the honors program on the pilot survey and follow-up survey. Students who were 

qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so reported that they 

did not know that they qualified for the program and that they did not know about the 

program. 
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Table 12 

Reasons Why Qualified Students Chose Not to Participate 

Why Chose to Not Participate 2009 

Didn't know I qualified 30.69% 

Didn't know about the program 28.71 % 

Didn't see value 10.89% 

Wasn't interested 8.91 % 

Already overcommitted 7.92% 

Didn't like the requirements 5.94% 

Not offered in my program of study 3.96% 

Preferred to concentrate on Honor Society membership 1.98% 

Other (please indicate any additional reasons for not enrolling in the Honors 
Program) 0.99% 

The Application Process and the Requirements 

Out of the students who qualified to participate and chose not to do so that answered 

the question on the pilot survey regarding why they chose not to participate, 29.05% 

stated that they did not know that they qualified for the honors program. The results of 

the follow-up study were that 30.69% did not know that they qualified for the honors 

program. Students expressed that they were not aware of how to apply for the honors 

program or what the requirements were in order to participate. One student expressed, 

"Man, I wish someone told me I qualified. I would definitely be there." Another student 

stated, "I think the university needs to let students know if they qualify for honors and 



96 

have their advisor speak with them about it." Finally, a student shared, "Make students 

aware of programs they qualify for. I had no idea that I was able to be in the Honor's 

Program, but I definitely would have joined if I were able to, and I still would like if 

possible." 

Dissemination of Information 

Out of the students who qualified to participate and chose not to do so that answered 

the question on the follow-up survey 28.71% reported that they did not know about the 

program. Students expressed that information was not disseminated effectively in order 

for students to be aware of the existence of the honors program. One student expressed, 

"I would definitely encourage students to be more informed about the programs so that 

eligible students don't miss out on such a wonderful opportunity." Another student 

shared, "Make the program known. A lot of people don't know much about it, regarding 

ways to join, etc., so just make it more accessible to students." An additional student 

suggested, "Provide more information to high school juniors and seniors." Finally, a 

student shared, "The honors program was never talked about with me but I definitely 

would be interested in joining because I believe it would add more of a challenge to my 

course study." 

Benefits 

Out of the students who qualified to participate and chose not to do so that answered 

the question on the follow-up survey, 10.89% reported that they did not see the value of 

the honors program. Students that were surveyed via the on-line survey instruments as 

well as students who were interviewed shared that they did not see the benefits involved 

in participating in the honors program. One student who was interviewed stated, "There 
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is no reason for me to participate in the honors program as it didn't seem to have that 

much benefit." Another student shared: 

I did not even consider becoming a part of the honors program. Of the people that 
I discussed honors with, none of them had a whole lot of positive to say. For the 
most part, the general consensus was extra work with really no added reward or 
prestige. 

A student stated, "I don't think the Honors Program is worth the time of students that 

already have a lot of different obligations such as work towards a major/minor, 

extracurriculars, etc." 

Overall Perceptions to Participate 

Reconsider Response - 2009 Survey 

40.00% 

35.00% 

30.00% 

25.00% 

20.00% 

15.00% 

10.00% 

5.00% 

0.00% 

Figure 3. Qualified Non-Participants' Responses to Reconsideration of Participation 

When asked if students would be willing to reconsider their choice and enroll in the 

honors program on the follow-up survey, 36.73% of students answered yes, 38.78% 

answered possibly and 24.49% answered no. 

Yes Possibly No 
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Research Question 5 

The fifth research question for this study was: Why are students who start the honors 

program not completing the full requirements of the program? (Campbell, 2006; 

Cosgrove, 2004a). 

Program Organization 

Out of the five students who answered the question on the follow-up survey regarding 

whether they left the program voluntarily or dropped below the minimum requirements, 

three students left voluntarily and two fell below the minimum requirements to continue 

in the program. Students expressed that the honors program lacked organization. None of 

the five students answered that they were participating in other honors-related programs 

on the university campus. One student shared, "The honors program consisted of vague, 

uninteresting seminar topics, disjointed colloquium. I didn't feel as though I was really 

part of a 'program' of special interest to the university." 

Research Question 6 

The sixth research question for this study was: What are the graduation rates of 

students who complete the requirements of the honors program? (Cosgrove, 2004b). The 

researcher received data from the Office of Institutional Effectiveness of the university in 

this study in order to answer this research question. Based upon a six-year graduation 

rate, with students having graduated by the end of 2009, the graduation rate for students 

who completed the requirements of the honors program was 70.00%. This percentage 

was calculated based upon 40 students who were students who completed the 

requirements of the honors program, of which 28 students graduated in six years and 12 

did not. 



Research Question 7 

The seventh research question for this study was: What are the graduation rates of 

students who start the honors program and do not complete the full requirements of the 

program? (Cosgrove, 2004b). The researcher received data from the Office of 

Institutional Effectiveness of the university in this study in order to answer this research 

question. Based upon a six-year graduation rate, with students having graduated by the 

end of 2009, the graduation rate for students who started the honors program and did not 

complete the full requirements was 88.30%. This percentage was calculated based upon 

94 students who were students who disenrolled from the honors program, of which 83 

students graduated in six years and 11 did not. 

Research Question 8 

The eighth research question for this study was: What are the graduation rates of 

students who are qualified to participate in the honors program and choose not to do so? 

(Cosgrove, 2004b). The researcher received data from the Office of Institutional 

Effectiveness of the university in this study in order to answer this research question. 

Based upon a six-year graduation rate, with students having graduated by the end of 

2009, the graduation rate for students who were qualified to participate in the honors 

program and chose not to do so was 75.00%. This percentage was calculated based upon 

92 students who were potential honors students, of which 69 graduated in six years and 

23 did not. 

Chi-Square Test of Independence 

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between 

honors program student type and graduation rate. The relationship between these 
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variables was significant, X2 (2, 226) = 7.861, p < .05. Honors program students were less 

likely to graduate in six years than potential honors program students and students who 

were no longer enrolled in the honors program (Appendix F). 

Summary 

This chapter provided the results of this study on the perceptions of gifted students of 

an honors program at a private, Southeastern university. During the 2008-2009 academic 

year, the researcher conducted a follow-up study involving students within the categories 

of honors program students, honors program drop-outs, and potential honors program 

students who chose not to participate in the program, with a total of 103 participants. 

Students shared their perceptions of the program as well as suggestions for 

improvements. In 2010, the researcher conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

with students from the above-mentioned, three categories to glean their perceptions of the 

honors program, with twelve participants. 

The results of the follow-up study among honors program participants were that the 

honors program did not have enough advertisement on campus and was not designed 

efficiently or organized well. Students' perceptions were that the benefits were not 

known and communication was lacking regarding the program. The students also shared 

that the research component of the honors program needed improvement as well. Finally, 

the honors program students through semi-structured, in-depth interviews shared that 

guidance was lacking regarding the research project for the program. Several students 

shared that financial assistance would be appreciated for participation in the honors 

program. Several students' perceptions were that improvements could be made to 



enhance the honors program and illicit more participation by qualified students, such as 

providing actual grades for the courses rather than a pass/fail system of grading. 

The result of the follow-up study was that students who dropped out of the program 

did not have enough guidance and direction from the faculty. In the interviews, students 

who dropped out of the honors program perceived that the honors program could benefit 

from some improvements, such as educating the admissions office about the benefits of 

the program so that they can disseminate information to potential participants. In 

addition, students shared that the pursuit of departmental honors was a more appealing 

option than participation in the honors program as the honors program classes did not 

seem helpful or challenging. 

The results of the follow-up survey for potential honors students who chose not to 

participate were that the program lacked the prestige that usually accompanies an honors 

program as well as the benefits were not known to students. Students' perceptions were 

that their involvement in other university activities took priority over participation in the 

honors program. In addition, students shared that there was not enough publicity 

regarding the honors program on campus. Through the in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews, students shared that the benefits of the honors program were not known. In 

addition, students suggested areas to improve the honors program, such as providing 

some incentives for participation, i.e., scholarships. 

The results of the study demonstrated that gifted students were choosing not to 

participate in the honors program due to the following, but not limited to: (1) a lack of 

knowledge about the benefits, (2) having other obligations, (3) the lack of prestige of the 

program, and (4) overall lack of advertisement about the program. The results of the 



study demonstrated that gifted students who start the honors program and did not 

complete the full requirements did so because of, but not limited to, the following 

reasons: (1) a lack of knowledge about the benefits and (2) lack of organization of the 

program. 

The graduation rate for honors students was 70.00%. The graduation rate for students 

who started the honors program and did not complete the full requirements was 88.30%. 

The graduation rate for students who qualified to participate in the honors program and 

chose not to do so was 75.00%. A chi-square test of independence resulted in a 

significant relationship between honors program student type and graduation rate in that 

X2 (2, N = 226) = 7.861, p < .05. Honors program students were less likely to graduate in 

six years than potential honors program students and students who were no longer 

enrolled in the honors program. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter serves as a summary of the study. This chapter includes the following 

areas of content: (1) an overview of the problem being studied, (2) the purpose of the 

study, (3) the research questions and the method in which they were addressed, (4) a 

discussion of the findings in relation to the conceptual and theoretical frameworks, (5) the 

implications of the findings and recommendations for the program, (6) recommendations 

for future research, and (7) a summary of the chapter. 

Research Problem 

Though the administrators of honors programs are selective in determining the caliber 

of students who may participate in the program, some students who are qualified are 

either not completing the full requirements of the honors program or are choosing not to 

participate (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001;). Thus, the number of 

students who become completers of an honors program on college campuses is low. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study examined the perceptions of students in three categories: (1) honors 

program participants, (2) students who disenrolled from the honors program, and 

103 
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(3) students who qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so. In 

addition, the graduation rates of the three groups were examined to determine if there was 

a significant relation between graduation rate and student type. Through the examination 

of the perceptions of gifted students, valuable data were collected to assist the 

administrators of honors programs in determining the reasons why students are not 

completing and choosing not to participate. This information can assist stakeholders of 

honors programs in determining what students perceive as valuable components of the 

program. 

Research Questions and Methodology 

The following were the research questions that guided this study along with the 

methods in which the questions were addressed: 

1. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who are 

participants? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

2. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who were 

participants and dropped out? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

3. What are the perceptions of the honors program among students who are qualified 

to participate and choose not to? (Enochs, 2001; Huggett, 2003) 

4. Why are qualified gifted students choosing not to participate in the honors 

program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004b; Enochs, 2001) 

5. Why are students who start the honors program not completing the full 

requirements of the program? (Campbell, 2006; Cosgrove, 2004a) 
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6. What are the graduation rates of students who complete the requirements of the 

honors program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

7. What are the graduation rates of students who start the honors program and do not 

complete the full requirements of the program? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

8. What are the graduation rates of students who are qualified to participate in the 

honors program and choose not to do so? (Cosgrove, 2004b) 

The first five research questions were answered through the following methods: (1) a 

pilot-study survey administered during the 2007-2008 academic year through Survey 

Monkey, (2) a follow-up survey administered during the 2008-2009 academic year 

through Survey Monkey, and (3) in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted during 

the 2009-2010 academic year. The open-ended questions on the surveys as well as the 

interview questions were analyzed through the process of modified analytic induction, by 

which major thematic categories were determined. Research questions five through eight 

were examined quantitatively to determine the graduation rates and by conducting a chi-

square test of independence through SPSS to determine if there was a significant 

relationship between graduation rate and student type. 

Discussion of Findings 

Based upon the conceptual and theoretical frameworks for this study, some very 

interesting findings were discovered. The conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

presented the selection criteria for participation in the honors program (institutional 

selectivity) which led to which students were considered appropriate for the program. 

Once that decision was made by the administrators of the honors program, students who 
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chose to participate in the program would have access to the various components of the 

honors program, such as the honors courses and excursions. Students who were qualified 

and chose not to participate in the program may have chosen not to do so based upon 

what they perceived as the requirements involved in the components of the program. The 

students who did choose to participate, then had the choice to continue participation or to 

discontinue (Tinto's social integration theory and Astin's model of student involvement). 

Thus, depending upon the student's adequate integration and/or involvement in the 

program, the outcome was either graduation with the full requirements completed for the 

honors program or not. Students who chose to participate in the honors program and 

completed the full requirements became integrated into the program and applied adequate 

focus and energy into completing the honors program requirements. Students who chose 

to withdraw from the honors program either did not become fully integrated into the 

program and/or chose not to focus adequate energy upon participation. Those students 

who were qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do so may have 

become adequately integrated into the university environment through other programs on 

campus through which they chose to focus their attention and energy. 

Based upon the findings of this study, several areas were revealed that may have led to 

students' lack of involvement and/or continuation in the honors program. Students who 

disenrolled from the honors program did not perceive the benefits of the program to be 

valuable enough for their continued participation. The students expressed that clear 

direction was not provided regarding the components of the program and the 

requirements to participate effectively. 



According to Tinto's theory of social integration (1987), the student's academic and 

social integration influence his/her commitment to the university, which may lead to the 

decision to persist or leave the college. This integration can occur through formal and 

information interactions between the student and peer group as well as between the 

student and faculty members (Callahan, 2007). Based upon the perceptions of the 

students who disenrolled from the honors program in this study, they perceived the 

program to be lacking in value in order to continue participation. In addition, the students 

who disenrolled expressed discontent regarding the lack of direction and guidance that 

was provided by the faculty members and directors of the program; therefore, due to this 

lack of guidance and direction, they chose to withdraw from the program. Thus, they did 

not feel integrated into the honors program and withdrew their participation. 

Students who were qualified to participate in the honors program and chose not to do 

so perceived the honors program as disorganized in that information was not shared 

throughout the university regarding the application process, requirements, and benefits of 

participation in the program. Therefore, these students did not perceive the value of 

participation in the honors program as worth their investment of time and energy. 

According to Astin's model of student involvement (1984), students develop a point 

of identification with an institution. In addition, the amount of energy in which a student 

puts forth into a chosen program or activity on campus determines whether or not that 

student will continue to be involved in that program or decide to withdraw participation. 

The students who qualified for the honors program and chose not to participate, may have 

found a point of identification within another university program. The students who 

disenrolled from the honors program may have decided not to invest energy into 
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participating in the honors program due to their perceptions of how the program lacked 

value and clear direction from faculty, which ultimately led to their disenrollment. 

Implications and Recommendations 

The implications of this study are valuable in that stakeholders of honors programs at 

private universities of similar demographics will be able to utilize the information 

gathered in order to assist them in determining what the important areas to address are in 

order to maintain participation from gifted students in an honors program. The 

demographics of the students involved in this study demonstrated that the majority of 

participants were female rather than male, predominantly Caucasian, generally 

sophomores or juniors, and from the College of Liberal Arts. This implies that there may 

be a lack of diversity within the honors program at the university examined in this study. 

Honors Program Students 

The honors program students' perceptions were that the honors program provided an 

ease for enrollment of classes, adequate contact with honors advisors, and a diversified 

course load. The honors program students perceived the lack of knowledge from the 

admissions counselors regarding the honors program as an issue as well as the lack of 

information regarding the program overall. The students reported: (1) a need for more 

advertisement of the program, (2) a need for improvement within the overall organization 

and design, (3) a need for explanation regarding the benefits of participation, (4) a need 

for improvement in communication regarding the program, (5) a need for more assistance 

regarding the required research component, and (6) a need for more financial assistance 

based upon participation. 
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The perceptions of the honors program students demonstrated that there are several 

areas of the honors program that need improvement. These perceptions imply that even 

though the students are participants in the program, they still are not aware of how 

participation benefits them. It also implies that there is a need to transform the program 

into a division of the university that has clear benefits for gifted students, with adequate 

structure and guidance provided by the directors and administrators of the university. The 

students expressed a need for mentoring regarding the research component of the 

program, which suggests that there is a need to improve the guidance and direction in this 

area. Finally, the students suggested that there be financial assistance provided to allow 

them to actively participate in the study abroad component and other activities, such as 

honors excursions. These findings are similar to ones from a study conducted by Enochs 

(2001) in which the areas of improvement for the honors students that were suggested by 

the participants included enhanced advising by faculty, improvement of advertisement of 

the program, and increased mentoring by the faculty for the student participants. 

The perceptions of the honors program students regarding the program suggest that a 

designated director of the program could be more useful than utilizing a faculty member 

of the university who is already committed to various other projects on campus. By 

having a designated director, adequate guidance and direction could be provided to the 

students as well as quality communication regarding the program. In addition, an honors 

program handbook and webpage could be useful tools for participants in that information 

could be disseminated about the components of the program and their requirements as 

well as a listing of activities that are conducted throughout the academic year. 
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The graduation rate for honors program students for this study was 70.00%, which 

was lower than the students who were qualified to participate in the honors program and 

chose not to do so and the students who disenrolled from the program. This graduation 

rate suggests that honors program students graduate at a lower rate than other gifted 

students on the university campus in this study. Some possible reasons for why the 

honors program students' graduation rate is lower could be that they attempt to 

accomplish rigorous schedules that may involve having double majors of study. In 

addition, honors program students may choose to leave the university to transfer to 

another university of their choosing. The results for this researcher's study were similar 

to the study conducted by Wohlgemuth and associates (2007) in which honors students 

were less likely to be retained in the third and fourth years and possibly transferred to 

another institution due to their lack of satisfaction at their current one. 

Disenrolled Honors Program Students 

The perceptions of the students who disenrolled from the honors program revealed 

that they did not perceive the benefits of the program to be valuable enough for their 

continued participation. The students expressed that there was not clear direction 

provided regarding the components of the program and the requirements to participate 

effectively. Several of the students perceived the early registration benefit as one of the 

main reasons to participate in the honors program. This implies that students may have 

joined the honors program to be able to register early and did not see the overall benefits 

of participating in the program. 

Within the pilot study, all twelve of the students who participated stated that they 

dropped out of the program voluntarily. This implies that students did not see the value in 
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participation and either became involved in other on-campus activities that met their 

needs more adequately than the honors program or that there was not enough guidance 

and direction provided in order to encourage them to remain involved in the program. On 

the follow-up survey, five students disenrolled from the program, with three leaving 

voluntarily and two falling below the requirements to participate. Out of the five students 

who disenrolled from the program, none chose to participate in other honors-related 

activities, such as departmental honors. This implies that those students became involved 

in other campus activities that engaged their participation. 

Tinto (1987) stressed that the most important year for student integration into a 

university is the first year of college. If students do not get integrated into a university 

during that first year of study, they are more likely to depart from the college. This 

concept is also true for participation in programs, such as an honors program. If a student 

does not become fully integrated to the program during that first critical year of 

participation, he/she is more likely to disenroll from the program. 

The graduation rate for students who disenrolled for the honors program was 88.30%, 

which was higher than the graduation rate for qualified students who chose not to 

participate in the program and those who were honors program students. This result 

suggests that students who disenroll from the honors program continue their academic 

pursuits and graduate with a high graduation rate. This implies that those students may 

become involved in other campus activities that assist with their engagement in the 

pursuit of their degrees. This result could also imply that those students pursue a less 

rigorous schedule than the one that is attached to the honors program, which allows them 

to be more successful with completing their degrees. 
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Qualified Non-participants 

The perceptions of the students who qualified for the honors program and chose not to 

participate varied from expressing that the honors program was not well known on 

campus to it lacks prestige to financial assistance should be given to participants. The 

students perceived the honors program as lacking in that information was not shared 

throughout the university regarding the application process, requirements, and benefits 

involved in participating in the program. This perception is similar to the conclusion that 

DeHart (1993) had in that the visibility of the program is crucial and that with growth of 

a program comes the necessity to make changes. In this researcher's study, the students 

rated early registration as a favorable component of the program as well as enhanced 

advising, honors housing, and honors parking. 

Out of the students who participated in the pilot study, 80.65% reported that they 

would reconsider their choice to not participate in the honors program. This result implies 

that if the administrators of the program were to address some of the concerns of 

students, it would result in a higher participation rate from qualified, gifted students. On 

the follow-up survey, 75.51% reported that they would reconsider their choice to not 

participate in the honors program. This suggests that students would be willing to 

reconsider their decision and would choose to participate should some of the 

improvements that were suggested be made to the honors program. 

The graduation rate for students who qualified for the honors program and chose not 

to participate was 75.00% for this study. This result was a higher graduation rate than 

honors program students, but a lower graduation rate than those students who once 

participated in the honors program and disenrolled. This result suggests that students who 
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are qualified to participate in the honors program and choose not to do so still complete 

their degree requirements at a high rate. This implies that those students were engaged in 

their academic pursuit and may have become involved in other campus activities that 

assisted with their success. The results of this study are contrary to the results of 

Cosgrove (2004b) in that in this study, the highest graduation rates were held by honors 

program completers, followed by the honors program drop-outs, and then the high-ability 

non-participating students. 

Implications for Other Stakeholders 

The information gathered in this study will be useful to the stakeholders of the 

university in that the perceptions of students were examined to determine the value of the 

honors program. The administrators of the university can utilize the findings of this study 

to determine what areas of the honors program require changes in order to attract more 

participation from gifted students. The admissions counselors at the university can use 

the information to devise ways in order to communicate to gifted students the benefits 

and values of participating in the honors program. Faculty members can utilize the 

findings to determine how they can become more involved in engaging gifted students in 

participating in the honors program. Finally, guidance counselors can utilize the 

information to determine ways in order to communicate the value of participating in an 

honors program for gifted students. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

There are several areas in which this study could be used as a foundation for future 

research. This study was based upon data from one private, Southeastern university. The 

literature revealed a lack of study on private universities regarding honors programs; 
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thus, this study has added to the literature in that capacity. Future research could focus 

upon other private universities throughout the United States. In addition, future studies 

could examine multiple honors programs with similar demographic backgrounds. 

Future research could focus upon examining honors programs over multiple years. 

This study focused upon three academic years, which provided much information; 

however, a study conducted over five to ten years would yield even more information. 

Future studies could be conducted to examine the differences between student 

participation in honors programs in comparison to student participation in departmental 

honors programs. Another area of interest could be the examination of other 

stakeholders' perceptions of an honors program, such as: (1) the administrators of the 

program, (2) the parents of the students, (3) faculty members, (4) admissions staff 

members, and (5) guidance counselors of high schools. 

Summary 

This mixed methods study provided valuable information regarding the perceptions of 

gifted students of an honors program at a private, Southeastern university. The honors 

program students who participated in the study expressed a need to transform the 

program into a division of the university that has clear benefits for gifted students, with 

adequate structure and guidance provided by the directors and administrators of the 

university. The honors program students who disenrolled from the program expressed 

that there was no clear direction provided regarding the components of the program and 

its requirements. The students who were qualified to participate in the honors program 

and chose not to do so perceived the honors program as lacking in that information was 

not shared throughout the university regarding the application process, requirements, and 



benefits. The graduation rates for honors program students were lower than students who 

were qualified to participate and chose not to do so as well as students who left the 

program. 

Tinto's theory of social integration (1987) applies to a student's choice to participate 

or not in a university program, such as an honors program. Students' integration into the 

social system of a university can be accomplished through formal and informal actions 

between the student and his/her peers and faculty members (Callahan, 2007). The 

students who participated in this study regarding an honors program either chose to 

utilize participation in the program to become integrated to the campus or not. 

With Astin's model of student involvement (1984), students choose to exert a 

particular amount of physical and psychological energy to participation in various 

programs at a university. The students who participated in this study chose either to put 

energy into participation in the honors program based upon positive perceptions of being 

involved or chose not to participate, which would be putting forth no energy towards 

participation. 

Overall recommendations were made based upon the findings of this study that would 

assist the stakeholders of the honors program in attracting greater participation to the 

program. By increasing the awareness of the program on campus while clearly outlining 

the benefits of participation, gifted students would become more aware of how valuable it 

would be to participate in such a program. Through increased participation and focused 

commitment on encouraging students to remain in the program, the administrators could 

see an increase in the graduation rate of students who complete the honors program. 
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Future research should focus upon examining other honors programs through similar 

methods used in this study. In addition, the participation of other stakeholders, such as 

the directors of honors programs and faculty members would provide valuable 

information regarding perceptions of the components of an honors program that are 

important to ensuring the successful completion of requirements. 
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Honors Program Survey 2009 

1. Introduction 

Dear Participants: 

We are conducting a three year project on retention of students for the university, of which the Honors Program plays a role of 

importance. We are interested in discovering the needs of current Honors Program participants at the university determining the 

reasons for dis-enrollment of some participants, as well as surveying the interests of students who qualify for the Honors Program 

and are not participating. We plan on publishing the cumulative results of this project In the future. 

Your name or other identifying information will not be known to the researchers. Only the data in cumulative form from ail participants 

taking the survey will be provided to the researchers, if you agree to participate in this study, please click the link below and 

complete the survey. There are no known risks or immediate benefits to you. You have the right to withdraw at any time without 

consequence by logging out of the survey. When you complete the survey click the "Done" icon at the bottom of the survey. Your 

participation in this study is very much valued and appreciated. 

If you have any questions about this survey, please contact us at gerriannrobbins@msn.com or at ###-###-#### or the university 

IRB at (###) ###-####. 

Best regards, 

Gerri Ann Robbins, LMFT 

In order to progress through this survey, please use the following navigation links: 

- Click the Next >> button to begin the survey and continue to the next page. 

- Click the Previous >> button to return to the previous page. 

- Click the Done >> button to submit your survey. 

2. General Demographics 

* 1. What is your age? 

^ <18 ^ 18 £ 19 ^ 20 ^ 21 ^ 22 ^ 23+ 

2. What is your ethnic status? (voluntary) 

^ Unknown ( African American K American Indian 

^ Asian - Pacific Islander ^ other K Caucasian 

* 3. What is your gender? 

^ Male 

^ Female 

* 4. What is your current year of study? 

Freshman 

Sophomore 

Junior 

^ Senior 

mailto:gerriannrobbins@msn.com
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Honors P rogram Survey 2 0 0 9 
* 5 . What is your dec lared m a j o r ? 

ingteh 

Xr 

Jt 
JP. 
j t «»"—«» 
j f Socc'-ofly 

jf 
Psychology 

<(- Cterolifiry 

* H"tl»™>««= 
.j|p- fnglne&srtng 

i 
jf BdmciiiKMi 
if- Mm Spccify Doublo Major 

&. What is your minor? 

e ralnor 

Jt "o*™ 
Jf- etemi^ 
f£r S'sychcslosy 
.Jt 

Sociiotogy 

t 
<wi«r (pfwraj s p « i r y ) 

* 7 . What is your GPA? (P lease choose t h e c loses t l i s ted) 
- 2 . S 2 . 8 2 « 2 . S 2 . f 3 . 0 i - 1 3 - 2 J . J 3 . 4 J .S 3 . 6 1.1 3 .8 J . S « O 

e e e c c <• <- c <- e e c- t t <• c 
e t ..e <r e t e je- e jt e .<- t e e 

Niigh Scno-I SPA 
Cusrmirt IfrcsinsWty SPA 
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Honors Pn 

* 8. Wha t o t h e r universi ty act ivi t ies do you cur ren t ly par t ic ipa te in? 

BF= Greek Life g== Ssiwfwit SaMssritment: 

Honor mttiln your (major or nilinjar J F = Cam pur, Journalism 

IEEE Otto (ipkas® daflura In comment paction) 

J do not ptxttapotc ei Buy ur.lvcrwty AcBve 

tor each sctivIty that yous ci/rrcndy hold a leadership position In, pleasa sat® the activity »nd tfiis pasitlpn 

3 

* 9 . Do you current ly volunteer wi th a n y non-prof i t agenc ies ou ts ide of the un ivers i ty? 

* 10. Are you currently enrolled in the university Honors Program? 

if T« 
C l»o (novcr enrolled) 

Fic s(no longer enro led ; 

JL. - _ 

* 1 . P lease indicate which Honors Program you a r e enrol led in. 

College of Utara l Arts 

jf- School of Business and Economic* 

t f School at Engineering 
i f School Of 

jf- Collage o f education 

Page 3 
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Honors 

* 2. Why did you choose to par t ic ipate in the Honors Program? 

In high 
CMcsnge myself 

Wrar (plMW ipsiorfy) 

* 3 . How would you r a t e the universi ty Honor°s P rogram? 

CoursslBBd tcf Hciort; 

Corrtadt -with rtorrora 
Advtwrs 

Updates on Manor's 
Programs Information 
Eaw srf wirolll 
.sdnisssiofts CotufeSBlors 
KriDwi^d^B a bout Honors 
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,t 
t 
it 
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i t 
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c-
<t 

Pair Good Very Saoit 
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£ if Jt 
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2. Within t h e universi ty Honors P rogram h a v e you : 

Had research j»ptr(i) 
•To;-«ptei! far pjfcltcatlon ;n 
a seer-'evHiAed 
publication? 

Mad rcsrsj-rh accepted for 
poster srtMcr.tat en 
locail̂  
Mad research accepted for 
pcste* jirasentatWTi 
rector a ly-' 

Mad research acce^tod for 

pc-:;er sr«&entat. .Tn 

rat icra v * 

R e c e v e d 

nrrtcrr,h<s fpr rrascarch? 
Mertorrtt other !Ftiiffcnts 
in research? 

•res 
tr-

ite 

V-

P 

* 3. W h a t h a v e you liked m o s t a b o u t y o u r r e sea rch within t h e universi ty Honors 
P r o g r a m ? 

-I 
d 

* 4 . What have you liked least about your research within the university Honors 
P r o g r a m ? 

zJ 
rs Pro 

* 1. Please provide information regarding any specific issues or difficulties you have 
exper ienced within your r e sea rch in t h e univers i ty Honors P r o g r a m , 

g 
d 

* 2. Have you participated in an academic committers within your university Honors 
P r o g r a m ? 

JC Na 

If •pScanc lad .xate the ©E^rmltfcec ra7r.es a^td your tio-n wittvirt the committees 

zi 



124 

Honors P rogram Survey 2 0 0 9 

* 3. Have you a t tended academic seminars outs ide those that a r e required by your 
p rogram ar id /or t h e university Honors P rogram? 

t v« 
if 
If sor please Indicate Sh« se manor tape a*id spcakc? 

: a 
a 

* A, Have you part ic ipated in any teach in g opportunities while an t h e university Honors 
Program? 

Jf *<»= 
£ ^ 
If so, please f i ve ynfasrrnats&si ©n specific cxpersgsicas 

a m 
* 5 , Have you part icipated in any Honors Excursions? 

Jf 

t m 

If t o . p least list t h e « i « i i r j i B i i ( i ) _ 

* 6. Have you part icipated in university mission tr ips? (An unde rg radua te program 
blending service learning with s tudy a b r o a d ) 

Jf 

If » , phasa Indicate the location of the trap you ore. 

* 7 . Have you part icipated in mission work outside of your university courseworfc? 

t 
J f 

If SO, plEME specify 

* 8 . Have you part icipated in t h e Honors Program Summer Study Abroad t r ip? 
j f v.* 

£ m 

Page 2 
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® 9 . Have you part icipated in any practical exper ience programs while in t h e universi ty 
Honors Program? (p lease check all t h a t apply} 

P Hav* not participated, 

j p E x p e r i e n c e 

P C o - d p 

JP Internship 
p Pmctlcu in 
Qter (please speefy J 
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Honors P rog ram Su r v e y 2 0 0 9 
2. If you voluntarily decided to end your participation in t h e Honors Program, could 
you p lease let us know w h y ? (This information is important t o u s and will he used t o 
help improve t h e program in t he fu tu re . ) 

: 

Zi 
* 3. If you voluntarily decided t o end your participation in t h e Honors Program, a r e you 

currently part icipating in any other honors related p rograms within t he universi ty? 

t 
t Na 

If yes p>easc specify whicft js?ogT&m 

8. Future 

* 1. Which of t h e following Honors related programs would you find in teres t ing? 
Very Interested £nt« Testes Wildly Int«rcitc2 Not Irt«"*s?*d Dpposc-d 

Mentors Prc-gram for 

research 
<- t C" c C 

Minors Scm rars r t tr .t € 
Participation tn the 

Executive Fonisrs c c <: <- C 
Enhanced Advising t t t t t 
Honors Excursions K t €: t 
Early Regsstra&s.i t € f t t 
Participation an A c s d c T K 

Committees t < c- t t 
Manors PuSl'tatJors t C t t £ 
H ttnars Parking C < - t: «f 
Student Teaching 

Oppcrtuniti&s •e t e £ e 
H roars Housing t c C" c-

* 2. H i e university is in te res ted in your opinion! Please use t h e commen t box below to 
tell u s wha t you would sugges t for making our Honor's Program stronger! Thanks so 
much for your t ime . 
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Honors Program Participant Questions 

• Why did you choose to participate in the honors program? 

• What are areas of the honors program that you enjoy and like? 

• What are the areas of the honors program that you do not enjoy or dislike? 

I 'm going to list some honors-related activities. Please tell me if you would be interested 
in any of these activities should they be offered: 

• Mentors program for research 

• Honors seminars 

• Participation in the Executive Forum 

• Enhanced advising 

• Honors excursions 

• Early registration 

• Participation in academic committees 

• Honors publications, such as a journal of published student work 

• Honors parking 

• Student teaching opportunities 

• Honors housing 

• What other activities do you currently participate in besides the honors 
program? 

• What do you consider the reason(s) why students should participate in the 
honors program? 

• Do you have any other information you would like to share about your 
perception of the honors program? 
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Honors Program Disenrolled 

• Why are you no longer enrolled in the honors program? 

• What are the areas of the honors program that you enjoyed or liked? 

• What are the areas of the honors program that you did not enjoy or disliked? 

• Which of the following honors-related activities would you have been interested 
in should they have been offered when you were in the honors program: 

o Mentors program for research 

o Honors seminars 

o Participation in the Executive Forum 

o Enhanced advising 

o Honors excursions 

o Early registration 

o Participation in academic committees 

o Honors publications, such as a journal of published student work 

o Honors parking 

o Student teaching opportunities 

o Honors housing 

• What activities do you participate in on campus? 

• Why do you think students should or should not participate in the honors 
program? 

• If you dropped out of the program voluntarily, would you be willing to reconsider 
your choice and re-enroll in the honors program? 



Honors Program Qualified and Never Participated 

• Why did you choose not to participate in the honors program? 

• Would you be willing to reconsider your choice and enroll in the honors 
program? 

• What do you know about the honors program? 

• Which of the following honors-related activities would you have been 
interested in should they have been offered when you were in the honors 
program: 

o Mentors program for research 

o Honors seminars 

o Participation in the Executive Forum 

o Enhanced advising 

o Honors excursions 

o Early registration 

o Participation in academic committees 

o Honors publications, such as a journal of published student work 

o Honors parking 

o Student teaching opportunities 

o Honors housing 

• What activities do you participate in on campus? 

• Why do you think students should or should not participate in the honors 
program? 
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Yaur apffasors was approwid for one year tf study on 1frOe&2M9. The protocol empires 1 D-Deo-aHtt. if the sMj oralimies fcefond one year, it 

Please complete the surrey tor Sit IRB anil the Office of Research Compiance. T® access the surasy, disk art Hie fblowing lirtt: 

Is lias been a pleasure to woik w3i you km) much success with yaur project'! 

ftfercer UhKwsiy IRB & Office of Research Compftance 
Ption* (478)3014101 
Fa*(478) 301-2329 
PRC M«rceriBMe:cfr£dy 
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Informed Consent 

To Participate or not to Participate: The Perceptions of Gifted Students Regarding 
an Honors Program at a Private Southeastern University 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 
Investigators 

Investigator: Gerri Ann Robbins, LMFT, Doctoral Candidate, Mercer University Tift 
College of Education 

Investigator's Address: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Investigator's Contact Information: xxx-xxx-xxxx (home phone); xxx-xxx-xxxx (cell 
phone); gerriannrobbins@msn.com (email address) 

Faculty Sponsor: Edward Bouie, Ph.D., Mercer University Tift College of Education 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to determine the perceptions of gifted students of the 
honors program. The results of the study will be utilized to make improvements and 
enhancements to the honors program. As a Doctoral Candidate, this study is part of the 
dissertation that is required for completion of the PhD in Educational Leadership, Higher 
Education track, Mercer University Tift College of Education. 

Procedures 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to share your perceptions 
of the honors program. Your honest opinion regarding the honors program would be 
greatly appreciated. 

Your participation will take approximately one hour. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

The investigators see no foreseeable risks associated with the study. As a participant, you 
may find the discussion interesting and thought-provoking. If, however, you feel 
uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, you have the right to decline to 
answer or to end the interview. 

mailto:gerriannrobbins@msn.com
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Potential Benefits of the Research 

The results of this study will be utilized by the stakeholders of the university to make 
improvements and adjustments to the honors program. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Notes will be taken by the investigator during the interview. An audio tape of the 
interview will also be made. If you do not want to be taped, you will not be able to 
participate in the study. The investigator will not identify you by name in any reports or 
documentation using information obtained from the interview and your confidentiality as 
a participant in this study will remain secure. Audio tapes from the interviews will be 
destroyed upon completion of the transcribing of notes from the interviews. 

Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Gerri Ann Robbins, 
LMFT at xxx-xxx-xxxx or at gerriannrobbins@msn.com. 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Gerri Ann Robbins, 
LMFT at xxx-xxx-xxxx or at gerriannrobbins@msn.com or you may speak with Dr. 
Edward Bouie, Faculty Sponsor, Mercer University, Tift College of Education. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101. 

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research study. 

KEEP SIGNATURES 

Signature of Research Participant Date 

Participant Name (Please Print) Date 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
Rev. 7/09 

Date 

mailto:gerriannrobbins@msn.com
mailto:gerriannrobbins@msn.com
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CODED RESPONSES 

2008 Pilot Study Survey 

HP Needs clearer goals and expectations 

HP Want to know the benefits of the program 

DO Needs more benefits 

QNP Needs more advertisement 

QNP Improve dissemination of information 

QNP Prestige is lacking 

QNP Application process and requirements are not clear 

QNP Benefits are not known 

QNP Financial assistance is needed 

2009 Follow-Up Survey 

HP Needs more publicity 

HP Needs organization and more structure 

HP Needs more benefits 

HP Clearer communication 

HP Research component needs assistance 



DO Needs more direction and guidance 

QNP Prestige is lacking 

QNP Benefits are not known 

QNP Involvement in other campus activities 

QNP Needs more publicity 

2010 Interviews 

HP Guidance needed for research component 

HP Suggested improvements 

HP Need financial assistance 

DO Suggested improvements 

QNP Benefits are not known 

QNP Suggested improvements 

HP = honors program student 

DO = honors program drop-out 

QNP = qualified for honors program, non-participant 
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SPSS Output for Chi-Square Test of Independence 

HP * Graduate Crosstabulation 

Count 
Student Group Did not graduate Graduated Total 
HP Student 12 28 40 
HP Disenrolled 11 83 94 
HP Potential Student 23 69 92 
Total 46 180 226 

li-Square Tests 
Test Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 7.861(a) 2 0.02 
Likelihood Ratio 8.185 2 0.017 
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.009 1 0.925 
N of Valid Cases 226 

a 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 8.14. 
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