
	  

	  

American Honors: Educator FAQ	  

What is American Honors?	  

American Honors is a competitive honors program offered at select community colleges across the country, 
and is designed to provide a more affordable and more seamless pathway for students to earn their bachelor’s 
degree. As of June 2015, 55 top, 4-year colleges and universities are part of the American Honors network. A 
key aspect of American Honors is the intensive support provided to students. A personal advisor serves as a 
single point of contact for support and guidance over the 2-year program. Advisors work with students to 
define academic goals, explore transfer and career options, and plan an academic pathway aligned with the 
student’s goals. 	  

Although American Honors is flexible and looks a little different at each 2-year college, core services  
delivered are centered on four areas:  recruiting, programming, support, and transfer services. 	  

	  

How Does American Honors Partner with Community Colleges?	  

American Honors works with community colleges to initiate a new, or to enhance an existing, honors program. 
American Honors collaborates closely to develop and implement the best plan to serve students.  
The college maintains control over the honors program—it is their faculty, courses, and students. In addition,  
the college establishes a Faculty Honors Council to provide programmatic guidance.	  

American Honors provides additional layers of support for both students and faculty. Students have access  
to advisors, seminars designed to complement their formal education and support their social and emotional 
development, leadership opportunities, and a peer learning community. Faculty benefit from training 
opportunities and additional resources, gaining access to instructional designers who can assist in  
the development of courses using the best available multimedia, tools, and technology. American Honors  
also strengthens the college’s current recruitment and admissions processes and marketing. 	  

A range of recruitment activities augment the existing efforts of community colleges. Marketing channels 
include email, direct mail, social media campaigns, PR initiatives, in-person outreach, outbound phone 
campaigns, and general awareness campaigns targeting prospective students, parents, and guidance 
counselors. The American Honors application and application review process use a holistic approach— 
taking academic, extracurricular, co-curricular, and work accomplishments into consideration.  The final 
admission decision is made by an admissions committee comprised of college faculty and administration.	  

	  

American Honors is a for-profit company. Is a public-private partnership appropriate for 
an academic institution?	  

American Honors has an innovative business model that is also a social mission: helping more students afford, 
prepare for, and attain a 4-year degree. Success is predicated on building a trusting relationship with not for 
profit schools and aligning their needs with American Honors’ goals.	  

American Honors, launched in the 2012-2013 academic year, is answering a growing need for community 
colleges to work with students who aspire to a 4-year degree. Its services are designed to create a 2+2 transfer 
pathway to top, 4-year colleges and universities. The success model relies on a public-private partnership 	  



	  

	  

with institutions that share a mission to create an affordable pathway for students to achieve a 4-year degree 
with specific, personal support that adds value to the students’ 2-year experience and leads  
to better persistence, graduation and transfer outcomes. 	  

American Honors’ approach to bridging 2+2 degrees with layers of resources for the student and the school is 
making a difference in students’ lives and improving outcomes for key stakeholders:	  

• 2-year colleges seeing new kinds of demands from ambitious from transfer-oriented students	  

• students looking for alternative ways to handle the skyrocketing cost of a 4-year degree	  

• students, particularly those representing the “first generation” in their families bound for college, 
whose talents will soar with high-impact, empirically-based advising practices in the first two years of 
post-secondary education, leading to higher retention and persistence. 	  

American Honors was founded to help these students and to prepare 2- and 4-year schools for the increased 
demand for these services as honors programs are expanded. 	  

	  

Who pays for American Honors?	  

In exchange for additional advising, complete transfer support, and smaller classes, students pay additional 
tuition and fees to participate in the American Honors program at their school. The differential amount is 
intentionally kept low—close to Pell grant levels— so that all qualified students can participate. In addition, 
many students receive sizable scholarships from the American Honors Foundation. Despite the additional 
financial contribution, American Honors allows students to save a substantial amount on the typical cost of 
tuition for a bachelor's degree.	  

	  

Is this a good deal for students?	  

While American Honors students pay more than community college students who are not participating in the 
program, student feedback shows that American Honors is an exceptional value. Many American Honors 
students receive financial aid during their time in the program—because AH advisors work with them to ensure 
that they receive any aid for which they are eligible. AH advisors also work with students to select 4-year 
colleges and universities that offer merit or need-based scholarships. By comparison, this level of college 
counseling, when provided privately, can cost several thousand dollars a year.	  

In addition to the financial benefits, American Honors students get a greatly enhanced educational experience 
with access to a wide range of engaging and challenging classes, smaller class sizes, and ongoing support 
from their advisor. They also benefit from the American Honors community on campus where students bond 
during their advisor-led Honors seminar. The seminars focus on building the non-cognitive skills needed to 
become self-advocates and own their educational experience, emphasizing social and emotional 
development. Advisors encourage cohesion through the development of Peer Leadership Communities. The 
American Honors lounge is the hub for this activity. Students gather in the lounge for activities and to hang out. 	  

	  

How does American Honors recruit and support International students?	  



	  

	  

American Honors currently has recruiters looking for qualified students in China, Vietnam and other countries, 
and will recruit more than 300 international students for the Fall 2015 cohort.	  

In the increasingly global economy, more and more foreign students are eager to be a part of the mix on 
community college campuses. These students help to accustom U.S. students to the new economic realities. 
This is intensified for American Honors students. Honors students go to class with international students, 
learning about different cultures and how things are done in other countries. 	  

Likewise, international students benefit greatly from the American Honors program. They are transitioned into  
a program that reflects their skill level, not their language proficiency. American Honors coordinates with ESL 
classes to ensure that comprehension skills are where they need to be with continued support from the 
student-advisor relationship throughout the full program.	  

In addition to diversifying the learning experience on campuses, it cannot be overlooked that international 
students are an important population for community colleges. These students contribute to the diversity to 
the student population but at the same time constitute an important source of income to the community 
college.	  

	  

Is American Honors a curriculum?	  

No. The college maintains control over their curriculum. Curriculum standards are set by the community 
college—American Honors does not dictate a particular approach or adjust the existing course outcomes. The 
community college’s existing articulation agreements are still in effect with American Honors  
as a partner. 	  

American Honors suggests that partners develop an outcomes-based set of standards, in which the Honors 
Council (composed of the honors program faculty and staff) establishes 6-8 program outcomes and each 
course is associated with one or more of these outcomes. There are evidence-based guides and processes 
that can be used.	  

While community colleges are free to develop their own curriculum or continue using an existing curriculum, 
they do have access to a high-quality honors curriculum shared across some of the community colleges. As 
they expand their curriculum, faculty have access to American Honors’ instructional designers who can help 
faculty develop courses using the best available multimedia, tools, and technology.	  

	  

Our school already has an honors program. Why should we consider American Honors?	  

American Honors can work with a 2-year college’s honors program to develop it, wherever it is, and boost  
its enrollment, impact, and outcomes. AH does this without changing core curriculum, but by adding extra 
resources that are often not available within 2-year schools because of funding or competing priorities. 	  

American Honors has developed a flexible program that allows 2-year institutions to maintain academic control 
over their honors program while improving the experience and outcomes for honors students with intensive 
advising, rigorous standards, community building, and a program for international students. American Honors 
also brings a network of transfer institutions that trust the program to deliver qualified, motivated students who 
will thrive in a 4-year setting.  	  



	  

	  

	  

Gianna Durso-Finley, assistant honors dean at Mercer County Community College:  
“We were very good at classroom teaching with excellent courses and deep materials—the 
pedagogical piece was in place. We were missing the other things that students need like 

acclimation skills, college counseling, and transfer skills. American Honors is designed 
supplement to our institution’s strengths. It fills in the gaps. Their culture of high expectations 

helps any student at any level go beyond what they thought they were capable of.”	  

	  

American Honors also answers evolving student needs. Factors such as the unprecedented increase in  
4-year college and university tuition, the economic downturn of the last 10 years, and the growing necessity of 
a 4-year degree for future success have dramatically changed the higher education landscape. While more 
people want—and need—a 4-year degree, there are also many who are saying no to the mountain of debt that 
can accompany such a degree. Community colleges are well positioned to serve as a pathway to a high-
quality, affordable, 4-year degree and American Honors can help them do it.	  

	  

	  

What is the structure of American Honors like on a typical 2-year campus?	  

From Honors Lounges to Honors Advisors just a text message or meeting away, the environment at 
participating 2-year community colleges is focused on supporting both honors students and faculty—and on 
fostering a cohesive community where high expectations are the norm. Although each institution creates its 
own, unique American Honors program, there exist program characteristics that all American Honors programs 
share. 	  

• Seminar-style classes, focused on discussion, engagement, and active learning activities. These can be 
face-to-face, online, or a hybrid of the two approaches. The approach is determined by the college.	  

• Honors students must accumulate approximately 40 percent of their credits from Honors courses to 
receive an Honors diploma.	  

• Honors courses are only open to Honors students.	  
• Honors courses are small—capped at between 15-24 students.	  
• Students take an Honors success course (year 1) and a transfer course (year 2). These may or may  

not be for credit, depending on the college’s policies.	  
• Mature Honors programs have between 20-30 Honors courses, which allow students a variety of  

pathways to accumulate the required number of Honors credits.	  
• Honors courses are enhanced versions of existing General Education courses, characterized by more 

depth and engagement, not more breadth or increased content.	  
• Colleges identify a set of Honors Program Learning Outcomes.	  
• Honors enhancements are approved by a faculty council, and are measured against their Program 

Learning Outcomes.	  



	  

	  

	  

Does American Honors replace staff and programs at a community college?	  

 No. The community college’s staff—faculty and administrators—and honors programming remain in place. 
American Honors adds resources, expertise, and advisors to reach the high-touch personal level of student 
services that makes a difference. To manage the enhanced services provided to students, American Honors 
supports an onsite program with a program director and honors advisors for students. The advisor to student 
ratio is 1:120, therefore the number of advisors employed by American Honors varies depending on the size of 
the program.	  

American Honors treats each 2-year community college as a unique program, and seeks to add support  
where needed. American Honors also enhances the institution’s admissions process and recruitment of 
honors-level students. American Honors’ recruitment division finds and places eligible students, using the  
same outreach and recruiting methods that 4-year colleges and universities use to reach potential students. 
Everything from in-person visits to high schools to email and direct marketing. Word of mouth from satisfied, 
successful students and collaborating schools has proven to be one of American Honors strongest assets in 
recruiting new students. 	  

	  

Is American Honors an online degree program?	  

American Honors is not an online degree program. Academic activities are carried out by each community 
college—the honors program is nested within their overall academic offerings. Courses are either conducted in 
person, virtually, or via a hybrid of these two approaches. Regardless of the approach used, American Honors 
encourages that classes are conducted using a seminar-style approach, with an emphasis on critical thinking 
and discussion. All courses must offer a weekly real-time component with a small group (fewer than 20 
students per faculty). This component may take place in a traditional face-to-face session, via Adobe Connect 
meeting software, or feature a blend of the two. Students and faculty may also meet for activities such as 
service learning projects, science labs, or campus events.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  


