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Do honors colleges weaken general undergraduate education? 

YES 
William Crain: 
Honors colleges produce harmful inequities 

Many universities have established honors colleges for highly qualified applicants. Each 
university hopes that this special college will enhance its overall stature, but I believe that honors 
colleges basically hurt undergraduate education. 

Honors colleges provide small classes, stimulating projects and individual mentoring for the select 
few, leaving fewer resources for the rest. This situation produces resentment and ill feeling, 
lowering general morale. What's more, the entering freshmen who are not chosen for the honors 
college can be made to feel second-rate before they have had a chance to realize their potential. 

I am especially concerned about the effect of honors colleges on the students who historically 
have been denied access to high-quality education--poor working-class students and students of 
color. Through no choice of their own, these students disproportionately attend underfunded, 
overcrowded elementary and secondary schools and receive an inadequate preparation for 
college. In 1969, the City University of New York (CUNY), where I teach, initiated an open 
admissions policy that has given hundreds of thousands of such students their first real chance to 
develop their minds and pursue their dreams. Many students have required some remedial work, 
but this hasn't stopped them from achieving remarkable success. 

However, CUNY's current, right-wing board of trustees has curtailed students' opportunities by 
banning remedial courses in all of the university's bachelor's degree programs. At the same time, 
CUNY leaders are recasting the university into a tiered structure. They are designating certain 
colleges as elite institutions with stiff admissions requirements and creating a new, university-
wide honors college. The honors college will provide highly qualified students with free tuition, 
small classes, laptop computers and an expense account to spend on academically enriching 
experiences such as study abroad. 

So, who will gain admission to the elite colleges and the honors college? Not the students of color 
and working-class students who haven't received an adequate preparation for college. With a few 
exceptions, they will be admitted to the "lower tier" colleges. Thus, the new hierarchical structure 
will perpetuate the racial and social class inequities of New York City. 

I believe that CUNY's new direction is part of a national trend, and we should oppose it. Instead 
of focusing on honors colleges, we should work to provide the best possible educational 
opportunities for all students. 

 

William Crain, a member of the Professional Staff Congress/AFT, is a professor of psychology at the City College of the City 
University of New York. 



NO 
Thomas E. Helm: 
Honors are at home in the public university 

Honors colleges contribute to individual faculty curricular and instructional innovation, to say 
nothing of faculty rejuvenation. They facilitate new programs and curricular initiatives among 
departments and colleges. Not the least, they advance the public university's commitment to 
providing appropriate curricula, programs and services for an increasingly diverse student 
population. 

For faculty who teach honors courses, the experience can be a "teaching sabbatical," a brief time 
away from the routine of their regular teaching assignments. It might, of course, be argued that 
this takes the best faculty away from students who need them most. It is more often the case that 
honors teaching affords the faculty the freedom to explore, develop, and implement new course 
materials and teaching strategies--materials and strategies that they take back with them to their 
departments and to their regular classrooms. 

Because of its access to resources, its special expertise, and its institutional flexibility, honors in 
collaboration with departments and other colleges is able to innovate, test, develop and 
implement special curricular and program options. In the last two years at our university, honors 
created an electronic portfolio option with the College of Business and Technology, and we are 
developing a service learning project with the College of Education and Human Services. In the 
future, we expect these special opportunities, with appropriate adaptations, to be available 
options for all undergraduates in those colleges. 

In a U.S. News & World Report article, "Choosing an Honors Experience," a case was made that 
for a growing number of academically talented students, honors in the public university 
represents an attractive alternative to the elite private university. Certainly, one of the historic 
roles of honors is the recruitment and retention of academically talented students. 

Honors students, of course, enrich the whole life of the university. They bring their energy, 
excitement, perspectives and abilities to all of their courses and to every aspect of university life. 
It seems then a moot point that they strengthen, enrich and enliven undergraduate education. 
What we sometimes lose sight of, however, is that the honors cohort itself is a part of the great 
diversity that the public university celebrates. The honors college and the honors program are 
fully consistent with the public university's commitment to creating and supporting an 
undergraduate student population of diverse talents, backgrounds and preparation. 

 

Thomas E. Helm is director of the Honors College at Western Illinois University. 

 

 

American Federation of Teachers, AFL•CIO - 555 New Jersey Avenue, NW - Washington, DC 20001 

Copyright by the American Federation of Teachers, AFL•CIO. All rights reserved. Photographs 
and illustrations, as well as text, cannot be used without permission from the AFT. 

 



WINTER 2001

My students know, of course, that I�m just being
facetious. After all, I hope they are doing something
more productive in my course than merely taking
notes in the first place.

But the question of differences between honors
and non-honors students is an important one for our
current purposes because the goal of carrying honors
approaches over into non-honors courses will only
be successful to the extent that we clearly understand
the nature and extent of those differences. If our
attempts to transfer honors approaches to non-honors
courses is based on a false perception that the two
populations are more different than they really are,
we might be more formal in our efforts than we
should be. On the other hand, if we see the two
populations as more alike than they really are, our
attempts to use similar approaches with them will be
unsuccessful.

So the purpose of this presentation is to explore
briefly what I see as the differences and similarities
between honors and non-honors students. (By the
way, don�t you wish we could find a better antonym
for honors than non- honors?) I shall do this from the
perspective of having taught the same courses to
both student populations.

First, let me tell you a little about the courses.
There are two of them, and both are offerings which
have been adapted to the honors curriculum, as
opposed to courses created expressly for it.

The first is a course in fundamentals of public
speaking, which is a freshman/sophomore course,
and the other is a course in political communication,
which is an upper level course for juniors and
seniors.

In both instances I have attempted to adapt the
course to honors students in a qualitative as opposed
to a merely quantitative way. In other words, I see
the difference between an honors section of a course
and a non-honors section as I suspect you do: not in
terms of how much more work honors students must
do, but instead in terms of how much different their
work is.

The difference, of course, can be the result of
variations in course content, process, or products.

Thus, for example, in the public speaking course,
honors students do the same number of speeches of
the same length as those done by students in the non-
honors sections. However, the nature of those
speeches is different and, I hope, more challenging
for the students enrolled in the honors section.
Consequently, the final speech in the honors section
is done from a manuscript, a more advanced
technique which permits greater attention to matters
of style and language than is ordinarily possible with
other approaches. The non-honors section does the
same sort of speech, but there is no demand for
eloquence. Similarly, in the political communication
course, both sections do a unit on political commer-
cials. But the non-honors section may be asked only
to examine political spots and analyze them; the
honors section is asked to actually write a spot and
produce it. So, while the honors and the non-honors
sections of these courses are different, they are still
the same courses and they have thus afforded me an
opportunity to see first-hand some of the differences
and similarities between honors and non-honors
students.

So let me turn my attention now to that question:
how alike and how different are honors and non-
honors students, at least from my vantage point as an
instructor of both. My answer to that question is
two-fold. My first point is that honors students are
more different from their non-honors counterparts
than we sometimes realize. And my second point is
that honors students are more like their non-honors
counterparts than we sometimes realize. Let�s look at
those two propositions one at a time.

Clearly, honors students are different. Obviously,
they are intellectually and academically more able
than their non-honors counterparts; that�s why they
are in the honors program in the first place. Although
this is self-evident, it�s worth noting how fundamen-
tal such differences can be when multiplied over an
entire class.

Honors and Non-Honors Students:Honors and Non-Honors Students:Honors and Non-Honors Students:Honors and Non-Honors Students:Honors and Non-Honors Students:
How Different are They?How Different are They?How Different are They?How Different are They?How Different are They?

by Thomas B. Harteby Thomas B. Harteby Thomas B. Harteby Thomas B. Harteby Thomas B. Harte
Reprinted from The National Honors Report  Vol. XV No. 2 (Summer 1994): 12-14.

 sometimes tell my students that the difference between honors students and other students is this:
when the professor walks into a classroom and says, �Good morning,� the students all say, �Good
morning� right back. But when the professor of an honors course walks into an classroom and

says, �Good morning,� the honors students all write �Good morning� in their notes.
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Take, for example, the two
sections of our basic speech
course that I�m teaching this
semester. One is for non-honors
students; the other is for honors
students. The statistics on high
school rank clearly show that
these two classes are not at all
alike with respect to academic
achievement. In the non-honors
course, 15% of the students
were in the top 10% of their
high school class. An additional
10% were in the second tenth
and 25% were in the third tenth.
That�s not too bad: half of these
students were in the upper third
of their high school class. But
look at the honors section. In
that course, 65% of the students

were in the top 10% of their
high school class. And all of the
rest of them were in the second
10%! To say that these two
groups differ with respect to
academic achievement is quite
an understatement.

Given this inherent differ-
ence in academic performance,
it is not surprising that honors
students, I have discovered, are,
on the whole, more responsible.
Although I have also discovered
that some honors students can
be just as indolent as any others
(and I hadn�t expected that at
first); in general they are less
likely to skip class, turn
assignments in late, or come to
class unprepared. Although they
may not necessarily see learning
as an end in itself, and in that
regard can be just as pragmatic
as other students, as a rule they

�In other words, we must be careful that we don�t assume that because honors
students are intellectually advanced that they have automatically learned

certain skills.�

are more serious about their
studies. They give the business
of being a student a high
priority.

A few weeks ago, for
example, I asked students in
both of my sections of the basic
course to submit their speech
topics to me so I could provide
some feedback as they em-
barked on their next assign-
ment. Since the topics were
turned in on a Thursday and the
class did not meet again until
the following Tuesday, I told
them that I would have my
written reactions available to
them at my office the following
morning so that they would
have access to my comments

over the weekend. As you might
have guessed, virtually all of the
honors students showed up the
next day to pick up their papers,
some as early as eight in the
morning. A much smaller
percentage of the other students
showed up, the rest contenting
themselves to wait until the next
class period to receive their
feedback. In fact, I think there
are still a couple who have yet
to pick up their papers!

No doubt this behavior
reflects another difference
between honors and non-honors
students: their concern with
grades. If you think students in
general are grade conscious,
wait until you teach an honors
course. At first I was simply not
prepared to deal with the
genuine anxiety that results
when you give an honors

student a �B,� let alone a �C.�
It�s gotten so bad with one of
my colleagues that she now
threatens to lower a student�s
grade by ten points anytime he
or she brings up the subject.
That may take care of the
problem for her, but it nonethe-
less underscores how important
the GPA is for these students.
While on the one hand we
might admire or take advantage
of such motivation, it may also
discourage such students from
taking risks as learners so that
what we have, ironically, is a
situation where the very
students who are best equipped
to be academically and intellec-
tually adventurous are some-

times the least apt to be so.
So honors students are

fundamentally quite different
from other students in terms of
their approach to academics.
And it�s those differences that
can make teaching such
students so exciting. But we
need to be careful that those
differences don�t blind us to the
similarities which honors and
non-honors students share.
Differences in one area do not
necessarily spell differences in
others. Thus, my second point,
that honors students and non-
honors students are really much
more alike than we sometimes
think.

Let me turn to that topic.
First, I think it is important to
realize that while a bright
person may have less trouble
learning certain skills, intelli-
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gence alone is no guarantee that
they will have automatically
been learned. Thus, we should
not be surprised, as I was at
first, to discover that some
honors students may have
deficient study skills, or be
mediocre writers and speakers,
or lack basic knowledge.

Take writing skills for
instance. Although as a group,
honors students are generally
effective at written expression,
even honors students can have
serious writing problems. After
all, competent writing is a
learned behavior and, for a
variety of reasons, even bright
people may not have learned
how to do it. Indeed, our
English department tells me that
last semester out of fifty honors
students in freshman English,
not a single one tested out into
the advanced course.

I have found the same thing
in public speaking courses.
Often honors students are more
poised and expressive oral
communicators, but often they
are not. Effective public
speaking, too, is learned
behavior. Moreover, honors
students are not immune to
communication apprehension or
stage fright just because they
are academically able. In fact,
they may suffer from it more.

In other words, we must be
careful that we don�t assume
that because honors students are
intellectually advanced that they
have automatically learned
certain skills. Indeed, we should
not assume that just because
they are advanced academically
that they are necessarily
advanced in any other way.
Especially, we should not
assume that they are more
mature than their counterparts.
They usually aren�t.

I�ve seen studies, as I�m sure
you have, which say they are
better adjusted socially through-

out their lives, but that doesn�t
necessarily mean that they are
any more grown up than their
counterparts at any given stage
of life. In fact, we�ve had some
experience that the very
opposite can be true. On our
campus right now, the greatest
behavior problems in the
residence halls erupt on the
floors where the honors students
live.

Finally I suspect honors and
non-honors students are pretty
similar in the way in which they
respond to their learning
environment. We know that a
good honors course should
cultivate critical thinking,
encourage students to take
responsibility for their own
learning, and should use active
rather than passive instructional
strategies. What I have discov-
ered is that honors students do
not always respond automati-
cally to such an approach. Like
other students, they often have
to be prodded. What is more, I
have discovered that non-
honors students, with sufficient
prodding, will likewise respond
to such an approach, perhaps
not to the same degree as
honors students, but in the same
manner. In the long run I
believe such an approach makes
for better learning regardless of
the student population.

So what does all of this mean
in terms of course design? It
means, perhaps, that while
honors courses must be differ-
ent from non-honors courses,
maybe non-honors courses
should be more like honors
courses as well. Just as we
should not be so quick to
assume that what works well in
a non-honors course will work
in an honors section, maybe we
need to be just as cautious about
assuming that what works well
in an honors course won�t work
in a non-honors one.

My own limited experience
leads me to question not
whether I have done justice to
my honors students, but
whether I have too often not
served my other students as
well as I could have. I suspect
my teaching might be better
were I to treat all my students as
honors students to the extent
that I want them to be active,
independent learners for whom
I have high expectations. I may
be disappointed often enough if
I start from that perspective
instead of a contrary one, but
why not start there? Increas-
ingly, I find myself wondering
why I waited until I had an
honors course to try some bold
project, assignment, or method
of instruction.

In the final analysis, I truly
enjoy my honors courses and I
hope I will continue to teach
them. But as a result of my
experience teaching honors
students, I am also struck by the
need to do more to carry honors
approaches over into my other
courses as well. Both types of
students will be better for it.










































