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Honors Education Has a Positive Effect on 
College Student Success

Dulce Diaz and Susan P. Farruggia
The University of Illinois at Chicago

Meredith E. Wellman
The Ohio State University

Bette L. Bottoms
The University of Illinois at Chicago

Over 1,500 U.S. universities and colleges have honors pro-
grams or honors colleges to provide extra support for their 

most prepared students (National Collegiate Honors Council 2018; 
Scott and Smith 2016). Honors programs typically provide addi-
tional financial support, faculty mentors, smaller class sizes, and 
other benefits compared to what institutions can typically offer all 
of their students. Students involved in an honors program usually 
earn higher GPAs compared to highly motivated students not in an 
honors program (Pritchard and Wilson 2003) and are more likely 
to stay in college and graduate within four years (Cosgrove 2004).

The additional success of honors students compared to non-
honors students is often attributed to their experiences in the 

proyster2
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honors program itself. But it could be argued that honors students 
are more successful simply because they arrived at a university with 
better preparation or higher socioeconomic status. Of course, no 
explanation can be definitive without a randomized control trial, 
which would be difficult if not impossible in real-world situa-
tions, but converging evidence from multiple sources can provide 
a reasonable answer (Bottoms and McCloud 2018). Consider-
able research to date on the impact of honors education lacks the 
appropriate controls to account for alternative explanations for the 
differences often observed in the success of honors versus non-
honors students. The present study tests the impact of an honors 
college on the successes of a diverse, urban student sample while 
statistically accounting for pre-matriculation background factors 
and student characteristics, thereby ruling out many key alterna-
tive explanations for the association between honors education and 
college student success.

prior research on the impact of honors experiences

Many researchers have found a positive association between 
honors colleges and college success. For example, Hébert and 
McBee (2007) found that honors programs and the community 
they create allowed students to become involved in more than 
academics and to develop intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy. 
Castro-Johnson and Wang (2003) found that honors students had a 
higher first-year GPA and higher emotional intelligence scores than 
their non-honors peers, and they also had higher entering high 
school GPA and ACT scores. Cosgrove (2004) compared students 
who stayed in an honors program throughout their college career 
to (a) other high-achieving students not in the honors program and 
(b) students who started out in the program but failed to complete 
it. Those who stayed in the program had higher GPAs and shorter 
times to degree completion compared to both other groups. Keller 
and Lacy (2013) found that compared to similar non-honors stu-
dents, students who participated in an honors program had higher 
rates of first-to-second-year retention, as well as higher four-, five-, 
and six-year graduation rates. Such studies are useful in forming 
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a growing body of converging evidence illustrating the value of 
honors programs, but they are often limited by examining only one 
cohort, including samples that are not ethnically diverse, and not 
controlling for potentially confounded and explanatory factors.

Why might honors programs promote student success? Honors 
colleges and programs might promote student success because they 
provide students with myriad supports across many domains: social, 
emotional, informational, financial, and academic. For example, 
Hébert and McBee’s (2007) qualitative study concluded that honors 
programs can provide students with intellectual and psychosocial 
growth, especially by providing faculty mentors. Another hallmark 
of the academic experience provided by most honors programs is 
the use of what Kuh (2008) referred to as “high-impact practices,” 
including first-year seminars, learning communities, collaborative 
assignments and projects, problem-based learning, undergradu-
ate research, service learning, and capstone courses or projects. 
(For reviews of work addressing such activities, see Kuh, Kinzie, 
Schuh, Whitt, and Associates 2010; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bow-
man, Seifert, Wolniak, Pascarella, and Terenzini 2016; McKay 
and Estrella 2008). High-impact practices lead to greater student 
retention and graduation rates because, compared to standard edu-
cational practices, they engage students more in their college work 
and with faculty members, their peers, and their campus so that 
they feel a greater sense of academic and social belonging to their 
campus. Having a greater sense of belonging to the campus has 
been positively associated with personal motivation, perceptions 
of professors, and a greater sense of social acceptance (Freeman, 
Anderman, and Jensen 2007). For example, a typical centerpiece of 
honors education is undergraduate research experiences, especially 
a capstone project. Considered a high-impact practice, research 
increases student engagement with faculty members and peers on 
campus (Hartmann, Widner, and Carrick 2013; Kuh 2008) and is 
related to academic achievement (Webber, Laird, and BrckaLorenz 
2013). Students have reported satisfaction from connecting their 
research to real life, developing a community with other students, 
finding mentors among the faculty involved, and gaining owner-
ship over their learning experiences (Falconer and Holcomb 2008).
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racial / ethnic disparities in college student success

Much research has examined racial/ethnic disparities in col-
lege student success, especially the tendency for African American 
and Latino/a students to graduate at substantially lower rates com-
pared to White and Asian American students (National Center for 
Education Statistics 2013). Underrepresented minority students are 
typically considered to be “at risk” (Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, and 
Cantwell 2011), risk that is often explained by background char-
acteristics such as being the first in their family to attend college, 
coming from a lower socioeconomic status, or being an ethnic 
minority student enrolled in a predominantly White institution 
(e.g., Bryan and Simmons 2009; Walpole 2008; Zwick and Sklar 
2005). Compared to their White peers, underrepresented minority 
students might have lower social capital and less access to networks 
that can provide support for college students, and as a result they 
have less access to resources such as money and academic and 
socioemotional supports (Bastedo and Gumport 2003).

Because of such disadvantages, participation in a supportive 
environment such as an honors program might provide Latino/a 
and African American students with support and resources that 
they do not have access to otherwise, perhaps even dispropor-
tionately more so than White students. In fact, Seifert, Pascarella, 
Colangelo, and Assouline (2007) found that underrepresented 
students in an honors program scored higher on a reading compre-
hension exam than those not involved in honors, while there was 
no difference in scores between the White students who were in 
the honors program versus those who were not. Honors programs 
might be particularly helpful for ethnic minority students who gen-
erally report fewer and less satisfying interactions with faculty, both 
socially and academically. In fact, Inkelas and Weisman (2003) 
found that students within an honors program were more likely 
than non-honors students to discuss academic issues and concerns 
with faculty and peers.

Further, positive faculty-student interaction is associated with 
successful academic performance (Anaya and Cole 2001) and 
varies according to minority status. McKay and Estrella (2008) 
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found that service learning helped first-generation students suc-
ceed academically via greater engagement in course material with 
faculty members. Anaya and Cole (2001) noted that underrepre-
sented minority students might be less likely to engage with faculty 
than their White counterparts, which could explain some of the 
disparity in their college success. Lundberg and Schreiner (2004) 
found that African American students reported lower levels of sat-
isfaction with faculty relationships compared to White students. 
African American students and Native American students reported 
the most interaction with faculty, but they felt they had to push 
themselves harder than White students to meet faculty expecta-
tions. They also reported less satisfying relationships with faculty. 
Thus students of varying racial/ethnic backgrounds perceive differ-
ences in experiences with faculty, experiences that are important to 
college success. Again, because honors colleges and programs pro-
mote high-quality faculty/student interaction, honors education 
might have even more influence on underrepresented minorities 
than on other students.

As previously mentioned, increased honors student success 
might be due to stronger feelings of belonging on campus, something 
that might also be more important for underrepresented students 
than White students, again providing reason to expect honors edu-
cation to provide even more benefit for underrepresented students. 
For example, Nora, Barlow, and Crisp (2006) found that one of the 
reasons why minority students were not retained is that they did not 
have a strong sense of belonging. Similarly, Lundberg and Schreiner 
(2004) found that for many African American students, dropping 
out of college was less related to GPA than to feeling isolated and 
not supported on campus. Kuh (2008) and others claim that for 
this sense of belonging to occur, students must feel that there is a 
“critical mass” of students like them on campus. One could argue 
that an honors program provides minority students with a differ-
ent type of critical mass to identify with—close peers of a similar 
high-achieving mindset. In support, Fries-Britt (1998) found that 
African American students in a merit-based scholarship program 
did not feel a sense of belonging and community with non-honors 
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African American peers, feeling instead more connected to other 
high-achieving students, even those from different racial/ethnic 
backgrounds. The students reported believing that the non-honors 
African American community thought that program participants 
had special treatment over them, but the students in the program 
believed that they benefitted from having the additional resources 
provided to them, having a community of high-achieving African 
Americans to interact with and gain support from, and having fac-
ulty with high expectations of them. Therefore, honors programs 
might isolate students from others not in similar programs, but 
they can also foster a sense of belonging and social support.

study rationale and hypotheses

Little research addresses ethnic/racial group differences in stu-
dent success in the context of honors education (for a discussion, 
see Coleman, Kotinek, and Oda 2017). This gap is probably because 
most honors programs admit relatively few underrepresented stu-
dents, although we know of no studies specifically documenting 
this situation. Studies that do include race and ethnicity rarely 
have a truly diverse population, often have a disproportionately 
high White demographic, describe their sample broadly as “White” 
and “non-White” (Singell and Tang 2012; Keller and Lacy 2013; 
Furtwengler 2015), or provide a detailed breakdown without pro-
viding separate results for each group (Pritchard and Wilson 2003). 
In addition, most studies do not control for other student back-
ground factors, such as high school performance, parent income, 
and parent education. For example, Furtwengler (2015) found that 
students who were typically less likely to enroll in an honors col-
lege program (calculated using a propensity score) were those who 
benefitted most from the program in terms of higher GPA, yet this 
study failed to control for parent socioeconomic status and par-
ent education, nor did it include measures of retention and time 
to graduation. Our study meets the need for more studies of ethni-
cally diverse populations within honors and is especially important 
given the unique experiences and needs of ethnic minority students 
in universities.
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To preview, we used statistical analyses to test the association 
of honors involvement with greater academic success once other 
potentially explanatory background variables were accounted for 
and to determine whether underrepresented minority students 
benefitted more from honors education than did other students. 
We hypothesized that when student background variables were 
accounted for, compared to non-honors students, students in a 
university honors program would (1) have higher first-term col-
lege GPA, (2) earn more credits during the first year, (3) be more 
likely to persist from the first to second year, and (4) be more likely 
to graduate at four and six years after matriculation. (Most hon-
ors students who graduate do so in four years; see Cosgrove 2004.) 
We included first-term GPA, first-year credits earned, and first-
to-second-year retention as outcomes because success in the first 
year of college is an important predictor of graduation and success 
in college (Tinto 1993). In addition, we predicted that the effects 
for Latino/a and African American students compared to their 
Asian American and White peers would be larger. Finally, we also 
explored for differences in the associations between honors partici-
pation and student outcomes based on the student’s point of entry 
into the honors program and how long students were in the honors 
program. That is, while many students began their time in honors 
programs during the first semester of their first year, some students 
at the university entered later after demonstrating academic success 
at the institution. (We did not include students who transferred into 
the university from other institutions.) We expected that more time 
in an honors program would lead to even more positive academic 
outcomes.

the research context

We conducted research at the University of Illinois at Chicago 
(UIC), a large, Midwestern, public, urban research university with 
over 17,000 undergraduate students and a well-established honors 
college. Although students may apply to this honors college any 
time before their penultimate semester in college, most enter as 
first-year students. Students in the honors college are selected in a 
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holistic manner that considers background characteristics such as 
high school grades, record of civic engagement and other extra- and 
co-curricular activities, various aspects of verbal and interpersonal 
performance during an in-person interview, the quality of essays 
written at two different times, diversity considerations broadly 
defined and consistent with considerations laid out in Grutter v. 
Bollinger (2003) and upheld in later decisions such as Fisher v. Uni-
versity of Texas (2016), and to a lesser extent ACT scores. Any high 
school seniors may apply to the honors college as a part of their 
college application or later in early spring before university matric-
ulation. Those who have reasonably strong academic backgrounds 
(usually high school grades of B or higher, but not necessarily high 
ACT scores) are invited to participate in an in-person interview, 
which is conducted and assessed by trained interviewers, and to 
complete written essays to allow for the assessment of other criteria.

This honors college provides a host of supportive experiences 
for students, including high-impact academic practices such as two 
required small, interactive, honors-only, three-credit general-edu-
cation first-year seminars, which include field trips, projects, and 
papers that engage students with each other and their professor. 
(For details, see Bottoms, Mehta, and McCloud [Williams] 2015.) 
Honors college first-year students also take one-credit first-year-
experience seminars that prepare students to take advantage of 
what the university and honors college offer, facilitated by a peer 
mentor and often taught by the students’ professional honors 
advisor (Chang, Hall, and Bottoms 2016). This advisor provides 
academic, informational, and socioemotional support throughout 
the students’ years in college. Co-curricular and extracurricular 
activities with academic components are also a necessary aspect of 
membership in the honors college, with 45 hours of honors activity 
being required of the students each semester. These activities range 
broadly given student interest, and they include student organiza-
tion leadership, community service learning projects, one-credit 
advanced honors seminars, study abroad, extra projects contracted 
in existing courses, research and other creative independent stud-
ies, and internships. All honors college students are also required 
to participate in research or other comparable scholarship in their 
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discipline, including an independent senior capstone project with 
faculty oversight. Honors college students also receive extra aca-
demic and disciplinary advising and mentoring from an assigned 
honors college Faculty Fellow, with whom they meet at least twice 
per semester for academic and career guidance and support. The 
honors college also provides myriad other supports, such as hosting 
lectures and activities where students and faculty interact, field trips 
to major cultural events in the city, and access to special facilities 
such as computer and study rooms and living-learning commu-
nities in the residence halls. The curriculum and programs often 
include specific attention to diversity, broadly defined, reflecting 
the nature of the college’s unusually diverse student body (Chang 
et al. 2016).

Previous research at this university on the impact of pre-
matriculation characteristics on student success has demonstrated 
that high school grades, Advanced Placement (AP) credits earned, 
and race/ethnicity have consistent and significant associations with 
grades, retention, and graduation (Farruggia, Bottoms, Leighton, 
Wellman, and Moss 2016; Farruggia, Han, Watson, Moss, and Bot-
toms 2016). Although with very small effects and not consistent 
across all outcomes, gender, age, parent education, parent income, 
ACT score, and placement were also sometimes associated with 
student success at this university.

method

Participants

The sample comprised all full-time first-year students who 
entered the university in the fall terms between 2006 and 2012 
(inclusive) (N = 21,723). The group (55% female, M age = 18 years, 
SD = .79) was ethnically diverse (35% white, 24% Asian American, 
21% Latino/a, 10% African American, and 10% other) and socioeco-
nomically diverse (37% first-generation college students; 45 percent 
eligible to receive Federal Pell Grant funding; parental income M = 
$67,037). Fourteen percent of the students were in the honors col-
lege for at least one term during their time at the university.
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Measures and Procedure

All data were archival, downloaded from the university data 
warehouse in keeping with an approved university Institutional 
Review Board protocol and consent from the Provost, Director of 
Financial Aid, and the Vice Chancellor for Students. Student back-
ground data included gender, race/ethnicity, and age (in years). 
Parent background data included parent income in dollars and par-
ent education, with the latter used to code students as being first 
generation in college = 1 (neither parent having graduated from 
college) or not first generation in college = 0 (one or both parents 
had graduated from college).

Pre-college-matriculation data (i.e., high school achievement 
data) included students’ high school GPA, number of AP credits 
earned, ACT Composite scores, and writing-course placement 
scores. High school GPA was unweighted and measured on a 
4-point scale (where 4 was highest). Number of AP credits earned 
reflected the total number of UIC credits awarded to a student 
based on AP tests taken in high school, as well as dual enrollment 
credits earned (which were rare). Writing-course placement scores 
came from either (a) placement exams taken the summer before 
the first semester in college or (b) on the basis of automatic place-
ments based on AP test scores, ACT/SAT scores, or community 
college credits. A score of 1 indicated that the student was assigned 
to the most introductory, non-credit-bearing writing course level, 
and a score of 5 was the most advanced writing course level. Data 
were largely complete (99%+) for all of these indicators.

We measured honors college participation in three ways: (1) 
dichotomously: whether the student was in the honors college start-
ing the first semester of the first year in college (yes = 1, no = 0); (2) 
as a ratio term: the sum of the number of semesters the student was 
in the honors college divided by the total number of semesters at 
UIC; and (3) dichotomously: whether a student was ever in the UIC 
Honors College during any semester (yes = 1, no = 0). (First-year 
students could enter the honors college after the first semester.)

We measured success in terms of first-semester GPA, credits 
earned in the first year, first-to-second-year retention, four-year 
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college graduation, and six-year college graduation for the first 
measure of honors participation. For the ratio term and whether 
the student was ever in the honors college, we measured success 
in terms of four-year college graduation and six-year college par-
ticipation. First-term GPA was based on a 4.0 scale and was the 
average of grades earned in all credit-bearing courses in the first 
semester as calculated by the university. Credits earned in the first 
year reflected the cumulative credits earned by the end of the first 
year, including summer session if taken prior to freshman year. 
First-to-second-year retention, four-year graduation, and six-year 
graduation were dichotomous variables indicating whether the stu-
dent was retained or had graduated (yes = 1, no = 0).

Detailed Plan of Analysis

Independent samples t-tests and chi-square analyses tested 
for significant differences between honors and non-honors college 
students in terms of gender, age, race/ethnicity, parent education, 
parent income, high school GPA, AP credits earned, ACT Compos-
ite score, writing placement test, first-term GPA, credits earned in 
the first year, first-to-second-year retention, four-year graduation, 
and six-year graduation. We used logistic regression to examine dif-
ferences between honors college and non-honors college students 
simultaneously with student and family background to determine 
if some of these were no longer significant when examined simul-
taneously. We coded race/ethnicity using dummy codes where 
Asian American students were the reference group. To determine 
if participation in the honors college was associated with greater 
student success, hierarchical linear regression and logistic regres-
sion analyses examined success outcome variables. This approach 
allows for controlling of background variables to understand the 
unique contribution of honors college participation above and 
beyond effects that might be associated with other variables. Spe-
cifically, for first-term GPA and number of credits earned, we used 
hierarchical regression, controlling for background character-
istics. Honors college participation was measured in this model 
by whether the student was in the honors college his or her first 
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semester. Predictors were entered into six blocks: block 1, age and 
gender; block 2, racial/ethnic background; block 3, parent income 
and whether or not students were first-generation students; block 
4, high school background characteristics (high school GPA, num-
ber of AP credits, ACT Composite scores, and writing placement 
scores); and block 5, honors college participation in the first semes-
ter. We separated race/ethnicity from age and gender into different 
blocks so we could clearly see if race/ethnicity had a direct effect 
on the outcome variables. We performed independent regres-
sions for the separate outcomes of first-term GPA and number of 
credits earned in the first year. For the dichotomously measured 
outcomes of first-to-second-year retention and four- and six-year 
graduation, we performed separate logistic regression analyses, but 
otherwise the models were similar, with background characteristics 
controlled.

Given that Latino/a and African American students typically 
have lower rates of success compared to Asian American and white 
students, we were interested in determining whether honors college 
education would help to close the achievement gap. To determine 
if honors college participation had a greater effect on Latino/a and 
African American students, as mentioned previously, we created 
dummy codes with Asian American students as the reference group 
because they had the highest overall success of the four racial/eth-
nic groups in the general student population. Then, we created three 
interaction terms by multiplying the race/ethnicity dummy code by 
the honor college participation variable. Similar regression analy-
ses were conducted a second time to add these interaction terms 
(in block 6). By keeping these interaction terms separate from both 
race/ethnicity and honors college participation variables, the analy-
sis could test whether those additional variables significantly added 
to the model.

To examine if more time in the honors college was associated 
with better student success outcomes, which was only relevant for 
the dependent measures of 4- and 6-year graduation, we calculated 
a ratio variable: the sum of the number of semesters that the student 
was in the honors college divided by the total number of semesters 
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that the student was at UIC. We created interaction terms with 
this ratio variable and the race/ethnicity dummy variables. Regres-
sions tested models similar to those just explained except that (1) 
the ratio variable replaced the honors college participation variable 
in block 5, (2) the corresponding interaction terms replaced prior 
interaction terms in block 6, and (3) the models were used to pre-
dict only the dependent variables of four- and six-year graduation.

A third set of regression analyses using similar models with new 
dependent measures tested whether participation at any time in the 
honors college was associated with better student outcomes as mea-
sured by 4- and 6-year graduation. We created interaction terms 
that crossed any honors college attendance with the race/ethnic-
ity dummy variables. Finally, we conducted additional regression 
analyses using models similar to those previously explained except 
that the honors college participation variable was replaced in block 
5 and corresponding interaction terms were entered in block 6.

results

Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analyses considering direct relations between 
honors college membership and each variable separately (without 
simultaneously controlling for other variables) provided zero-order 
relations and informed our choice of variables to use as controls 
in our main model-testing analyses presented below. Specifically, 
a series of χ2 tests and t-tests revealed statistically significant differ-
ences between honors college and non-honors college students for 
gender, age, race/ethnicity, first-generation college students, par-
ent income, high school GPA, AP credits earned, ACT Composite, 
first-term GPA in college, first-to-second-year retention, four-year 
graduation, and six-year graduation. Table 1 shows statistically sig-
nificant differences in the demographic characteristics of students 
who were in versus not in the honors college (all p’s ≤ .001). Hon-
ors students were disproportionately more likely than non-honors 
students to be women. African American and Latino/a students 
were disproportionately not in the honors college, whereas Asian 
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American students were disproportionately in the honors college; 
White students were equally likely to be in the honors college as 
not. There were proportionally fewer first-generation college stu-
dents among honors students than non-honors students; however, 
the average family income was lower for honors than non-honors 
students. In terms of academic preparedness for college, not sur-
prisingly, honors students were much better prepared as reflected 
in significantly higher high school grades, more AP credits earned, 
and higher ACT scores (all p’s ≤ .001). When examining honors col-
lege membership, logistic regression revealed that all these factors 
were significant in the statistical model. Specifically, honors college 
membership was predicted by being a woman, being slightly older, 
not being an underrepresented minority student, having a lower 
family income, not being a first-generation college student, having 
a higher high school GPA, earning more AP credits, having a higher 
ACT composite score, and having a higher writing placement, all 
significant p’s ≤ .001. Finally, in terms of outcome variables, Table 
1 shows that honors college students also had far greater academic 
success than non-honors students. As expected, they earned higher 
grades in their first term; earned more credits in their first year; 
and had higher first-to-second-year retention, four-year gradua-
tion (notably 69% versus 24%), and six-year graduation rates (85% 
versus 53%).

Effects of Honors College Participation Starting in the 
First Semester of College on Measures of Success

First-Term GPA

Our main model-testing analyses revealed that, as predicted, 
even after statistically controlling for student background char-
acteristics, participation in the honors college that started during 
the student’s first semester was positively associated with greater 
student success in terms of first-term GPA, first-to-second-year 
retention, credits earned in the first year, and graduation within 
four years and six years. (Final steps of models are presented in 
Table 2.) Specifically, we used hierarchical multiple regression to 
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examine the associations for first-term GPA. Age and gender were 
entered in the first step of the model, and gender was a significant 
predictor (R2 = .004, F(2, 15106) = 27.19, p ≤ .001), such that women 
earned a higher GPA than men. In the second step, race/ethnicity 
variables were added to the model and were significant predictors 
(∆R2 = .037, F(3, 15103) = 129.15, p ≤ .001), with Latino/a and Afri-
can American students earning lower first-term grades than other 
students. In the third step, parent income and first generation in 

table 1. means and percentages for all study variables

Demographics
Honors 
College

Non-Honors 
College Χ 2 t-test

Gender
Male 38% 46% 48.94***
Female 62% 54%

Age in years 18.0 18.1 6.27***
Race/ethnicity a

White 37% 37% 0.19***
African American 5% 10% 76.32***
Asian American 39% 23% 311.30***
Latino/a 11% 23% 184.28***

First-generation students 21% 40% 289.81***
Parent income $64,461 $85,836 15.84***
High school GPA 3.52 3.12 –47.29***
AP credits earned 0.76 0.18 –65.12***
ACT composite 28.75 23.32 –47.94***
Writing placement 4.75 3.99 –62.09***
First-term GPA 3.57 2.56 –50.32***
First-year credits earned 30.06 22.45 –24.59***
First-to-second-year retention 96% 77% 475.65***
Four-year graduation 69% 24% 1,292.61***
Six-year graduation 85% 53% 266.81***

*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001
a Race/ethnicity was dummy coded so that Asian American was the comparison group.
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table 2. final step of hierarchical and logistic regression for variables  predicting college success using five different outcome variables and 
honors college participation in first term

First-Term GPAb First-Year Credits Earned 1st- to 2nd-Year Retention 4-Year Graduation 6-Year Graduation

Predictors B SE(B) β B SE(B) β B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ) B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ) B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ)
(Constant) 0.24 0.29 10.32 2.89 –0.17 0.90 0.85*** –2.82 1.13 0.06*** –1.32 1.39 0.27***
Age –0.01 0.02 –0.01*** –0.32 0.15 –0.02*** 0.00 0.05 1.00*** –0.15 0.06 0.86*** –0.07 0.07 0.93***
Gender (Male = 0) 0.08 0.01 0.04*** 0.44 0.15 0.02*** –0.05 0.04 0.95*** 0.34 0.05 1.41*** –0.09 0.07 0.91***
Race/ethnicity a

African American –0.26 0.03 –0.08*** –3.78 0.28 –0.12*** –0.53 0.08 0.59*** –0.48 0.11 0.62*** –0.46 0.13 0.63***
White 0.10 0.02 0.05*** –0.76 0.18 –0.04*** –0.43 0.06 0.65*** 0.13 0.07 1.14 †** –0.08 0.09 0.92***
Latino/a –0.09 0.02 –0.04*** –2.98 0.21 –0.13*** –0.49 0.07 0.61*** –0.48 0.09 0.62*** –0.22 0.11 0.80***

Parent income 0.00 0.00 0.03*** 0.00 0.00 0.01*** 0.00 0.00 1.00*** 0.00 0.00 1.00*** 0.00 0.00 1.00***
First generation in college –0.09 0.02 –0.04*** –0.83 0.16 –0.04*** –0.10 0.05 0.91*** –0.10 0.06 0.90*** –0.10 0.07 0.90***
High school GPA 0.68 0.02 0.29*** 4.52 0.18 0.21*** 0.73 0.05 2.08*** 0.95 0.07 2.60*** 0.91 0.09 2.48***
AP credits earned 0.27 0.02 0.13*** 1.95 0.18 0.10*** 0.68 0.06 1.98*** 0.80 0.06 2.22*** 0.69 0.09 1.99***
ACT composite 0.01 0.00 0.04*** 0.16 0.03 0.06*** 0.00 0.01 1.00*** 0.01 0.01 1.01*** 0.00 0.01 1.00***
Writing placement 0.05 0.01 0.03*** 0.26 0.12 0.02*** –0.07 0.04 0.94*** 0.17 0.05 1.19*** 0.02 0.06 1.02***
Honors college first term 0.19 0.04 0.06*** 1.68 0.38 0.05*** 0.62 0.19 1.87*** 0.79 0.14 2.20*** 0.68 0.27 1.98***
Honors × African American 0.37 0.11 0.03*** 4.49 1.08 0.03*** 0.78 0.55 2.18*** 0.37 0.40 1.45*** –0.44 0.65 0.64***
Honors × White 0.00 0.05 0.00*** 0.52 0.52 0.01*** –0.28 0.24 0.76*** –0.11 0.20 0.89*** –0.71 0.34 0.49***
Honors × Latino/a 0.14 0.08 0.02 †** 2.52 0.77 0.03*** –0.22 0.32 0.80*** 0.02 0.31 1.02*** –0.22 0.73 0.81***
Total R 2 0.21*** 0.16*** 0.09*** 0.22*** 0.11***
n 15,109*** 15,109*** 15,109*** 9,200*** 4,055***

*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001, † p ≤ .06
a Race/ethnicity was dummy coded so that Asian American was the comparison group.
b The analysis included different cohorts of students for each outcome variable: First-Term GPA (started between  2006 and 2012, inclusive), First-Year Credits Earned (started between 2006 and 2012), 1st- to 2nd-Year Retention 
(started 2006–2012, inclusive), 4-Year Graduation (started 2006–2009, inclusive), and 6-Year Graduation (started  2006–2007, inclusive).
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table 2. final step of hierarchical and logistic regression for variables  predicting college success using five different outcome variables and 
honors college participation in first term

First-Term GPAb First-Year Credits Earned 1st- to 2nd-Year Retention 4-Year Graduation 6-Year Graduation

Predictors B SE(B) β B SE(B) β B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ) B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ) B SE(B)
Odds Ratio 

(eβ)
(Constant) 0.24 0.29 10.32 2.89 –0.17 0.90 0.85*** –2.82 1.13 0.06*** –1.32 1.39 0.27***
Age –0.01 0.02 –0.01*** –0.32 0.15 –0.02*** 0.00 0.05 1.00*** –0.15 0.06 0.86*** –0.07 0.07 0.93***
Gender (Male = 0) 0.08 0.01 0.04*** 0.44 0.15 0.02*** –0.05 0.04 0.95*** 0.34 0.05 1.41*** –0.09 0.07 0.91***
Race/ethnicity a

African American –0.26 0.03 –0.08*** –3.78 0.28 –0.12*** –0.53 0.08 0.59*** –0.48 0.11 0.62*** –0.46 0.13 0.63***
White 0.10 0.02 0.05*** –0.76 0.18 –0.04*** –0.43 0.06 0.65*** 0.13 0.07 1.14 †** –0.08 0.09 0.92***
Latino/a –0.09 0.02 –0.04*** –2.98 0.21 –0.13*** –0.49 0.07 0.61*** –0.48 0.09 0.62*** –0.22 0.11 0.80***

Parent income 0.00 0.00 0.03*** 0.00 0.00 0.01*** 0.00 0.00 1.00*** 0.00 0.00 1.00*** 0.00 0.00 1.00***
First generation in college –0.09 0.02 –0.04*** –0.83 0.16 –0.04*** –0.10 0.05 0.91*** –0.10 0.06 0.90*** –0.10 0.07 0.90***
High school GPA 0.68 0.02 0.29*** 4.52 0.18 0.21*** 0.73 0.05 2.08*** 0.95 0.07 2.60*** 0.91 0.09 2.48***
AP credits earned 0.27 0.02 0.13*** 1.95 0.18 0.10*** 0.68 0.06 1.98*** 0.80 0.06 2.22*** 0.69 0.09 1.99***
ACT composite 0.01 0.00 0.04*** 0.16 0.03 0.06*** 0.00 0.01 1.00*** 0.01 0.01 1.01*** 0.00 0.01 1.00***
Writing placement 0.05 0.01 0.03*** 0.26 0.12 0.02*** –0.07 0.04 0.94*** 0.17 0.05 1.19*** 0.02 0.06 1.02***
Honors college first term 0.19 0.04 0.06*** 1.68 0.38 0.05*** 0.62 0.19 1.87*** 0.79 0.14 2.20*** 0.68 0.27 1.98***
Honors × African American 0.37 0.11 0.03*** 4.49 1.08 0.03*** 0.78 0.55 2.18*** 0.37 0.40 1.45*** –0.44 0.65 0.64***
Honors × White 0.00 0.05 0.00*** 0.52 0.52 0.01*** –0.28 0.24 0.76*** –0.11 0.20 0.89*** –0.71 0.34 0.49***
Honors × Latino/a 0.14 0.08 0.02 †** 2.52 0.77 0.03*** –0.22 0.32 0.80*** 0.02 0.31 1.02*** –0.22 0.73 0.81***
Total R 2 0.21*** 0.16*** 0.09*** 0.22*** 0.11***
n 15,109*** 15,109*** 15,109*** 9,200*** 4,055***

*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001, † p ≤ .06
a Race/ethnicity was dummy coded so that Asian American was the comparison group.
b The analysis included different cohorts of students for each outcome variable: First-Term GPA (started between  2006 and 2012, inclusive), First-Year Credits Earned (started between 2006 and 2012), 1st- to 2nd-Year Retention 
(started 2006–2012, inclusive), 4-Year Graduation (started 2006–2009, inclusive), and 6-Year Graduation (started  2006–2007, inclusive).
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college were added and were significant (∆R2 = .009, F(2, 15101) 
= 112.68, p ≤ .001), such that students with higher parent income 
and who were not first generation earned higher grades than oth-
ers. In the fourth step, high school background characteristics 
(high school GPA, number of AP credits earned, ACT Composite 
scores, writing placement) were positively associated with first-
term grades (∆R2 = .156, F(4, 15097) = 354.37, p ≤ .001). In the 
fifth step, honors college participation was added and had a sta-
tistically significant effect (∆R2 = .004, F(1, 15096) = 331.93, p ≤ 
.001)—even after accounting for the variance associated with the 
other variables—with honors participation being associated with 
higher grades. In the sixth step, the interaction terms between 
race/ethnicity and honors college participation were added, and 
the interaction term for African American was significant (β = .03; 
∆R2 = .001, F(1, 15093) = 266.74, p ≤ .001, total R2 = .21), indicat-
ing that the statistical effect of honors involvement was larger for 
African American students compared to Asian American students. 
The positive effect of honors college involvement in the first term 
was larger for African American students when compared to Asian 
American students. African American students in the honors col-
lege their first semester saw a 0.37 increase in first-semester GPA 
compared to African American students not in the honors college.

First-Year Credits Earned

We used the same analytic approach (with the same variables 
entered in the same steps) for the different dependent measure 
of credits earned during the first year. A similar pattern of find-
ings emerged (see Table 2 for the final step of hierarchical multiple 
regression analysis) with two exceptions: (1) parent income was not 
significantly associated with first-year credits earned, and (2) in the 
final step, both the interaction between honors participation and 
Latino/a student ethnicity and the interaction of honors participa-
tion and African American race were statistically significant (F (1, 
15093) = 190.95, p ≤ .001, total R2 = .16). That is, the positive effect 
of honors college involvement was significantly larger for Latino/a 
students as well as for African American students compared to 
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Asian American students. African American students in the hon-
ors college their first semester, on average, earned 4.49 more credits 
in the first year compared to African American students who were 
not in the honors college, while Latino/a students earned 2.52 more 
credits in their first year when compared to Latino/a students not 
in the honors college.

Retention and Graduation

We used logistic regression to examine the association of honors 
college participation on first-to-second-year retention, four-year 
graduation, and six-year graduation (Table 2). For all three, honors 
involvement was statistically significant: students who participated 
in the honors college had a higher likelihood (almost two times 
more likely) of persisting to the sophomore year (odds ratio [OR] 
= 1.87), and of graduating at four (OR = 2.20) and six years (OR = 
1.98), even after accounting for the other factors included in the 
model. In addition, high school GPA and AP credits earned, as well 
as some race/ethnicity variables, were also significantly associated 
with retention and four- and six-year graduation. The interaction 
terms between racial/ethnic groups and honors college partici-
pation were largely not significant, as was ACT composite score, 
indicating that these were not statistically associated with retention 
and graduation. Analyses testing the model predicting four-year 
graduation revealed that some additional variables were signifi-
cantly related, including age (younger students were more likely to 
graduate within four years than older students), gender (women 
were more likely to graduate within four years than men), parent 
income (students with higher parent income were more likely to 
graduate within four years than students with lower parent income), 
and writing placement (those with higher scores were more likely 
to graduate within four years than those with lower scores). But 
these variables were not significantly associated with retention nor 
six-year graduation.
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Effects of Proportion of Time Spent in the Honors  
College on Measures of Success

The next series of logistic regression analyses tested a similar 
model that had the same steps as above, but this series used as the 
main predictor variable the proportion of time that each student 
spent in the honors college (instead of the independent variable 
of whether students had entered the honors college in their first 
year). For both four- and six-year graduation, increased time in the 
honors college was associated with greater likelihood of graduation 
(Table 3). Students who were in the honors college for a greater 
proportion of their time in college were four times more likely to 
graduate within four years (OR = 4.10) and almost three times 
more likely to graduate within six years (OR = 2.83). No interac-
tion terms were significant in either analysis. Control variables in 
this model followed the same pattern as reported above for analyses 
using honors college participation defined as college membership 
starting in the first term of college.

Effects of Honors College Participation at Any Point on 
Measures of Success

In the next analyses, we used logistic regression to determine if 
honors college membership at any time during a student’s college 
tenure affected four- and six-year graduation (Table 4). Honors stu-
dents were significantly more likely—three times more likely—to 
graduate within four years than non-honors students (OR = 3.10). 
No interaction terms were statistically significant. Other control 
variables in this model followed the same pattern for four-year 
graduation as reported above when the honors college variable was 
defined as participation starting in the first term of college.

A similar logistic regression also revealed that students who 
were in the honors college at any time during college were three 
times more likely to graduate within six years than those who were 
not in the honors college (OR = 3.29). No interaction terms were 
statistically significant. Again, the other variables in this model fol-
lowed the same pattern for six-year graduation as when the honors 
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college variable was defined as participation starting in the first 
semester.

discussion

Without question honors college students are more success-
ful than non-honors students. Some critics have argued that the 
enhanced success of honors students is not due to honors educa-
tion per se, but instead due to the preexisting characteristics of 
honors students themselves: they are better prepared and socio-
economically advantaged, they have higher entering standardized 
test scores, and they are more likely to be white or Asian. On the 
contrary, our analyses show that such an explanation, which leaves 
little justification for supporting honors colleges and programs 
on university campuses, is not accurate. Indeed, this study shows 
that honors education has a statistically significant positive effect 
on student success above and beyond all other background char-
acteristics studied, including prior academic preparation (e.g., as 
reflected in high school grades, writing class placement, and ACT 
scores) and student and parent demographics (e.g., first generation 
in college). This was true for success defined five different ways: 
grades earned in the first semester, credits earned in the first year, 
first-to-second-year retention, 4-year graduation, and 6-year grad-
uation. Furthermore, and of great importance in a nation where a 
significant gap in the success of underrepresented students versus 
others exists, we found that the positive effects of honors college 
membership were more pronounced for African American and 
Latino/a students for some indicators of success.

Although our goal was not to identify the specific components 
of honors programs that increase academic success, theoretically, 
the explanation might lie in the centerpiece of honors education: 
the many academically and socioemotionally supportive prac-
tices. These include high-impact practices such as small interactive 
classes, first-year seminars, service activity requirements, and cap-
stone research requirements; all of these practices help students 
engage more with college, their peers, and their professors (Inkelas 
and Weisman 2003; Freeman et al. 2007; Kuh 2008; Mayhew et al. 
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2016). For example, this particular university honors college has 
a mandatory honors freshman seminar, which focuses on campus 
resources and engagement, and required first-year core seminars, 
both of which help build relationships between students and fac-
ulty and advisors. In turn, these enhanced relationships might help 
students feel an increased sense of belonging—an important com-
ponent of academic mindsets, which is strongly associated with 
academic achievement in college and persistence to the second year 
(Han, Farruggia, and Moss 2017; Walton and Cohen 2011). Other 
honors experiences (e.g., community projects, student organiza-
tions, and leadership) also promote more engagement and probably 
more perceived support and belonging.

One could argue that there are additional individual differences 
between honors and non-honors students that we did not account 
for. For example, Seifert et al. (2007) found that students who par-
ticipate in an honors program had increased critical thinking skills, 
skills in mathematics, and composite cognitive development, and 
Scager et al. (2012) found that honors students had more desire to 
learn, drive to excel, and creativity compared to non-honors peers. 
Perhaps honors college students are more inherently motivated, 
both to apply to and gain admission to college and to study and be 
successful once there. While no study can control for everything, 
future studies should certainly include such variables. Even so, 
there are several good reasons for not expecting such potential dif-
ferences to explain our effects. For example, students’ high school 
grades were statistically controlled, and grades reflect a strong 
motivational component. Of even more importance, although hon-
ors college participation at any point in the students’ college careers 
led to a higher chance of graduating in four or six years, the more 
time students spent in this honors college, the more successful they 
were in terms of the likelihood of graduating. This would not be 
true if the honors college programs and resources, which included 
required honors activities each semester, were not at least partially 
responsible for the increased success. Thus, we have confidence that 
the background characteristics we included are reasonable proxies 
for a host of factors, such as those considered in holistic admissions 
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processes, that, when controlled, help us to better understand 
the unique association between honors participation and college 
success.

It is interesting that the impact of honors college participation 
is stronger for indicators of persistence in college (retention and 
graduation—arguably the most important variables we studied) 
rather than academic performance as measured by first-term GPA 
and first-year credits earned. (Statistically, this is indicated by the 
relatively small, but statistically significant and consistent, β’s and 
small amounts of variance explained for performance, but larger 
Exp β’s for retention.) The types of support provided by the honors 
college may help students manage barriers to college graduation 
more so than the barriers to academic performance in college. This 
interpretation is logical, given that honors college students are gen-
erally highly academically prepared, but they will still face other 
challenges that all students face, such as economic barriers and 
developing social relationships.

The statistically significant interactions between racial/eth-
nic background and honors college membership are particularly 
interesting and important. Honors involvement was beneficial for 
all students, but it was especially important for African American 
students in terms of first-term GPA, and for African American and 
Latino/a students in terms of number of first-year credits earned. 
Seifert et al. (2007) found a similar effect regarding first-year 
outcomes, but failed to examine long-term outcomes, such as grad-
uation, as we did. As previous research has indicated, regardless of 
honors involvement, racial and ethnic minority students, compared 
to White students, tend to engage less with faculty (Anaya and Cole 
2001) and to have less access to resources including money for 
tuition (Bastedo and Gumport 2003). Honors programs provide 
such resources—more opportunities for faculty engagement, more 
resources that help academically, and often more scholarships—all 
of which are needed more by underrepresented students as a group 
than by other students. Thus, underrepresented students benefit 
even more than others from an honors college. Given the significant 
achievement gap between underrepresented and majority students 
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in this country, it would have been encouraging in this study sim-
ply to see equivalence in the effects—our finding of greater impact 
for African American and Latino/a students is truly important in a 
meaningful, practical sense.

conclusions and future directions

This research documents the positive association between hon-
ors education and student success over and above other factors, and 
it demonstrates that honors education is even more beneficial for 
underrepresented minority students than for some other students. 
Honors programs are campus models for undergraduate success 
programming, not simply unneeded extra resources for students 
who already have a competitive advantage.

Future research could expand the definition of student success 
to include elements such as lifelong learning, later-life civic engage-
ment, graduate and professional school matriculation and success, 
or career development, and it could begin to tease apart the various 
features of the honors experience that contribute most to student 
success, with qualitative and quantitative methods. Future research 
should also continue to identify factors that explain student success 
of both honors and non-honors students. We have identified one 
important piece of the complex, multiply determined puzzle, but 
more research is needed to expand the growing evidence converg-
ing on a complete answer to the question of what makes students 
successful.
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