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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Auburn University Honors College is home to nearly 1,500 students. According to the 

Honors College, “The program is designed to provide qualified students a means to experience, explore, 

engage, and elevate their academic dreams through the diverse opportunities found at a research 

university like Auburn University.” Some of the benefits of being a part of the Honors College include 

small classes, undergraduate research opportunities and access to graduate-level courses.  

Although the Honors College has so many things to offer, they struggle with their retention rates. 

Director Dr. Sippial refers to the problem as the “sophomore slump” because data shows that a large 

number of students drop out of the Honors College after their sophomore year. Though some research has 

been done by the honors college to explain this phenomenon, the data is surface-level and does not do 

much to explain the multi-faceted problem or offer any kind of solution.  

Our study’s main focus was to uncover what could be done to rectify the issue of poor retention 

rates among sophomore students in the program. The purpose of the data we collected was to help us 

understand if there was an identifiable pattern as to why students were dropping the program.  

We began to answer this question by examining existing literature relating to the “sophomore 

slump” through academic articles found in the Auburn library. We quickly noticed a pattern throughout 

our research that suggested that a student’s high school grade point average (GPA) might be more 

important in Honors admissions criteria than their ACT and SAT scores as there is research indicating 

that test scores are poor predicators of success. We also saw from this previous literature that it would be 

important for us to determine if the Auburn Honors College faculty are performing in a way that is 

satisfactory to students. Finally, we determined that it would also be crucial to determine whether our 

respondents were having trouble meeting the required minimum GPA for Honors students. For more 

information, please review the literature review section of this report.  

Our team than completed a media analysis of the honors college program’s communication 

efforts. The analysis allowed us to give a multitude of recommendations to the honors college regarding 

how they reached out to their current students and to incoming freshmen who may not be privy to the 
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benefits of the program. The general findings of the media analysis were while that the Auburn University 

Honors College is doing a great job posting consistently on all of their social media sites, they are missing 

an opportunity to utilize Instagram and Facebook stories and to use slightly more informal language in 

order to better engage their younger target audience. We also determined that Mr. Berry and his 

communications team could stand to include the parents of Honors students in its email communication 

blasts. Finally, we suggested that they utilize the program’s YouTube page and post more frequently on 

that platform. For more in-depth information, please review the media analysis section of this survey 

report. 

Finally, we designed a survey on Qualtrics that Wade Berry, Marketing and Communications 

Specialist II for the Honors College, released to current and past honors college students through mass 

email. We then collected and analyzed the data from this survey and assembled some suggestions based 

off our research. The following pages contain our research methodology, the research results and our 

recommendations for the Auburn University Honors College program. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Relevant Literature 

The Auburn University Honors College faculty have already completed research that attempts to 

examine why retention rates are so poor. The report examines data from students who left the program 

from 2015-2019, both voluntarily and those who were ejected. The data from this survey report indicates 

a number of important things. First, the greatest percentage of honors students drop the program in their 

sophomore year. Second, failure to maintain the required GPA is the biggest reason for the low retention 

rate among those who leave the program involuntarily. Finally, the biggest reason for those who leave the 

program voluntarily is that they feel the program “doesn’t fit with their major.” As is to be expected, the 

Auburn University Honors College would like to change this and increase retention rates significantly.  

This study done by the Auburn Honors College faculty will be instrumental to our own research as it 

allows us to narrow down our survey questions and really focus on the core issue of poor retention rates 

in the program. While it is a well-done study, there is room to expand the findings, and that’s where our 

research project will come into play. 

In his study “Predicting Retention in Honors Programs,” University of North Florida’s Kyle 

McKay explores the problem of low retention rates in the honors program at the University of North 

Florida primarily by examining admissions criteria for honors students, specifically high school grade 

point average (HSGPA) and standardized test scores. He also examines differences in ethnicity and 

gender to determine whether or not either of those factors play a role in honors graduation rates. The 

purpose of his study is to attempt to explain why honors programs both at the University of North Florida 

and around the country tend to have low graduation rates and aid these programs in “encourag[ing] 

academic achievement and persistence in honors” (McKay, 2009 pg. 77).  

         To obtain his data, McKay surveyed incoming students in the University of North Florida honors 

program from 2002 until 2005 using a logit regression method. He found that the average student had a 

1252 SAT score and a 4.16 HSGPA. He also found that in this period, 1017 students entered the honors 

program and only 35% completed it. Using the logit regressions tables listed in his study, he found that 
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standardized test scores were not a relevant predictor of honors students’ success and had little effect on 

the probability of completing the program. He did find, however, that HSGPA had a significant effect on 

whether or not a student would complete the program. To really support his findings, he listed several 

other studies which echoed this idea. While ethnicity did not seem to be a relevant factor, McKay did find 

that gender played a large part in indicating retention in the program, saying that “each female was 

between 58% and 188% more likely to complete the program than a male” (McKay, 2009 pg. 82).  

         From McKay's study, it is imperative that we consider high school GPA in addition to 

standardized test scores when studying honors program performance. We may also need to study the 

college's admission process.  We will also want to expand on his research into the gender divide in 

retention rates and see if we can determine what kind of factor (if any) gender plays in honors program 

success. McKay says himself that the results of his study “reveal areas for future research” (McKay, 2009 

pg. 77).  

Another fascinating article by Annmarie Guzy shows that one professor had a huge impact on the 

retention rates of graduating seniors from the 2010 University of South Alabama Honors College. In the 

2010 honors college graduating class, 45 freshmen were admitted into the honors program; however, only 

12 completed it.  

  At the University of South Alabama, incoming students in the honors program have the option to 

take a freshman honors composition course. The professor that taught this freshman composition course 

taught eight of the 45 incoming students that year; of these eight students, six of them went on to finish 

the program. While the university had a 27% retention rate, this professor alone boasted 75%. What’s 

more, she was responsible for 50% of the graduating seniors even though she had only taught 18% of 

them.  

We believe this article is very applicable to our research in that it shows us the importance of 

examining the quality of the classes being taught within the honors program here at Auburn. As 

mentioned above in the Auburn University Honors College study, the most popular cause listed by 

students who dropped out of the honors college was that the program didn’t fit with their major. Through 
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the lens of this data that shows the effect the quality of instruction can have on retention rates, we can 

examine in our own research whether there lies a problem in course quality within the Auburn University 

Honors College and if this is an underlying cause of low retention rates in the program.  

Another article by the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council suggests that improving 

the retention rates of honors college students starts first with reaching out to and encouraging better study 

habits in high school students. The theory behind this article states that if the SAT and ACT scores of 

high school students are eradicated from the honors college admission process, then these students are 

more likely to stick with the honors program throughout all four years in college.  

To further validate this theory, the University of Central Arkansas (UCA) shifted the honors 

college admissions process from relying heavily on standardized test scores to a new type of entrance 

exam that was described as a “holistic, multi-criterion selection process, de-emphasizing standardized 

tests” (Smith and Zagurski, 2013). By using this new selection process to accept future honors college 

students, UCA was able to accomplish two goals: first, to “test whether variables in the admissions model 

predicted retention” (Smith and Zagurski, 2013); and second, to “improve enrollment of a more racially 

diverse population of students” (Smith and Zagurski, 2013). In revamping their honors admission model, 

UCA found that most of their future students had a huge boost of confidence in their academic ability. 

This, in turn, saw increased retention rates in sophomore and junior students spike from 50% to almost 

90% for the honors program in just one year. It also accomplished their second goal, as they saw a far 

more racially diverse group being accepted throughout those next three years of rolling out their new 

admission model.  

In much the same way as the McKay study, this example by UCA will be applicable to our 

research in that it again looks at the admissions process as a key factor in honors college retention rates 

and suggests that standardized test scores may not be a valid indicator of future success in an honors 

program. The article is another reminder to us that in our research, it will be important to examine the 

Auburn University Honors College admissions process to determine whether or not these guidelines have 

an effect on retention in the program.  
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The final article, “Honors College enrollment increases, retention rate flat” by Mary Liz King, 

explores the issue of low retention rates within the University of Mississippi Honors College even after an 

increase in university enrollment in 2018. After the honors college staff conducted research on the issue, 

it was discovered that the required GPA of the students was the main cause for retention within the 

program. To avoid probation, freshman students must retain a 3.20 GPA; sophomores must keep a 3.40; 

juniors a 3.5. To graduate from the University of Mississippi honors program, the student must have 

maintained a 3.5 GPA throughout senior year. If a student’s GPA drops below the requirement, the 

student has only a short probationary period to raise their GPA before expulsion from the program.  

This article will be beneficial to our research in that it echoes the study done by Honors College 

faculty. In the Auburn study, 41% of students between 2016-2018 were ejected from the program due to a 

failure to meet the GPA requirements. King’s article makes it clear that this is not a problem that is 

isolated to Auburn but rather many other institutions across the country, and so our research must attempt 

to understand what role minimum GPA requirements of honors programs plays in retention rates and 

whether or not it is linked to McKay’s suggestion of “predictors of success.”  

  
Conclusion  

         All of these studies and articles provide an excellent beginning point for our research. The studies 

by McKay and the University of Central Arkansas show that honors college success is primarily linked to 

the admissions process, namely the irrelevance and eradication of standardized test scores. The article 

exploring the University of South Alabama honors college retention rates suggests that quality of 

instruction is also a huge factor in completion of honors programs; the article by Liz King suggests that 

the minimum GPA requirement while in honors programs is too high and the probationary period too 

short to correct the problem. Finally, the study done by the Auburn University Honors College faculty is 

especially helpful in that it provides us with data that illuminates the two biggest reasons Auburn honors 

students drop the program: failure of the program to comply with different majors and failure to maintain 

the minimum required GPA. All of this will be invaluable as we begin to tackle our research problem. 
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         While the issue of honors college retention rates is fairly well-researched, we plan to expand on 

this research by delving deeper into the specifics of the problem of low retention rates in the Auburn 

University honors college. While we will certainly take McKay and UCA’s studies into account and 

evaluate the admissions process of the Auburn University Honors College and whether that has a bearing 

on the success rate of students, we want to better understand the experience honors students have in the 

program that is causing them to drop out. To do this, we will expand on Guzy’s article and examine the 

quality of honors course instruction here at Auburn, particularly in classes generally taken in the 

sophomore year (since this is the year with the highest rates of students dropping the program). We will 

also expand on the Honors College faculty’s study and attempt to understand what exactly students mean 

when they state that the program “doesn’t fit with their major.” Finally, we will examine the high rates of 

students who are expelled from the program and attempt to understand if the fault lies with the program 

rather than the student. All of this will hopefully allow us to formulate a solution to the problem that we 

can present to the Honors College faculty.  
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MEDIA ANALYSIS 

Methodology 

The Auburn University Honors College boasts their own website, which acts as a central hub for 

information about the organization. In addition, the organization is active on social media platforms such 

as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. The Honors College even has its own YouTube account.   

The Auburn Honors College utilizes a number of traditional media outlets as well. The organization has a 

newsletter titled the “Eagle Scholar” that is emailed to Honors College students and professors bi-weekly. 

The contents of the newsletter usually contain special event information, academic tips for studying and 

speakers that will be attending Auburn. The organization will utilize mass email blasts to announce 

newsworthy events, such as the Honors College 40th Anniversary Tailgate in September. 

         The Honors College also conducts an annual report detailing all major events that happened in the 

college that year. The length of the report ranges from 12-22 pages and is presented as an adobe 

PowerPoint slide on their website. All press releases relating to the Honors College are run through the 

Auburn University Office of Communications and Marketing and can be found in an archive on their 

website.  

         Finally, the Auburn Honors College pays to have advertisements in the Glomerta, Auburn 

University’s yearbook, and the Plainsman, Auburn University’s on-campus newspaper, to inform 

potential candidates of the college about the benefits that the Honors College program brings to their 

Auburn experience. 

Audit diary 

On October 21, 2019, we observed the Honors College social media platforms and website in order to 

better understand the content that is being shared. 

·      The Honors College posts the same content to Instagram, Twitter and Facebook. This month, 

the organization posted on each of these platforms every day except for Oct. 5, 6, 12, 13, 19 and 

20. On Oct. 4 and 15, the organization posted twice. 
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·      The Honors College is not nearly as active on its YouTube page. They had 10 videos total on 

the page. The most recent video is from May 21, 2019; the others are all at least two years old, 

with the oldest being from five years ago. 

·      The Honors College website acts as a valuable resource for anyone looking to access 

information about the organization. Although we weren’t able to ascertain the day and time that 

posts were made on the website, we were able to see that it was last modified on Nov. 12, 2019. 

The website also is up to date on all the events that are happening on campus for the Honors 

College, so we believe it is updated regularly. 
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·      The Auburn University Office of Communication and Marketing shows that the Honors 

College puts out press releases somewhat sporadically (The Newsroom, 2019). Their last press 

release was published on July 3, 2019. The article details the organization’s new research 

graduation distinctions. 

Observations from audit diary 

The organization’s Instagram boasts a good amount of engagement. Each post gets at minimum 

20 likes and occasionally will get as many as 144, such as their recent post about the Honors study room 

in the basement of Broun Hall. Comments, however, are not abundant. Most posts only receive one 

comment, and at most four. This is especially evident considering the Instagram account boasts over 

1,600 followers (Auburn Honors College, 2019).  

 
Similarly, the Honors College Twitter account has almost 1,300 followers but generally only 

receives three or four likes per post. On Oct. 2, the page received what appears to be a record 26 likes on 

a tweet about an event featuring the university’s therapy dogs. The post received nine retweets; however, 

there were no replies. The most recent tweet to receive a reply was a tweet about Hey Day (a long-
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standing Auburn tradition) on the same day. The reply was from the official Auburn University Twitter 

account (AU Honors College)

 

Surprisingly, the Honors College Facebook account has the highest level of shares of any of the 

organization’s social media. Each post since Oct. 1 has received at least one share, if not two or three. The 

organization’s posts on both Oct. 18 and 21 also received a good number of comments (nine and five, 

respectively). However, likes are lacking. The Oct. 18 post about Honors student and band director Sarah 

Haymon received 95 likes; however, the organization’s other recent posts received four on average. This 
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is notable considering that the page has 2,452 likes, the highest number of all the organization’s social 

media accounts (Auburn University Honors College, 

2019).

 

The Honors College YouTube account is not nearly as active as its social media accounts. The 

page has only eight subscribers, and the most recent video, a k(no)w poverty? Week of Service recap, is 

from May 21, 2019. This video received 135 views. A video posted on Nov. 7, 2016, titled “Katharine 
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Cooper Cater Hall Adaptive Reuse Project,” received the most views for the page at 812. There were no 

comments on this video, and there are also no comments on the other videos on the page (Auburn Honors, 

2019)

 

According to Mr. Berry, the Honors College website averages 985-1,444 users each week. This is 

a strong indicator that the website is serving its purpose in providing current and prospective Honors 

students information about the program. The Honors College also includes links to the website on all of 

its social media platforms, and posts usually have a call to action inviting viewers to click on a link to the 

website to learn more about the post’s content. In the same vein, the Eagle Scholar is emailed to each 

Honors college student and is as such reaching every student in the program unless they have decided to 

opt out. 
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         As stated above in the audit diary, the Honors College puts out press releases somewhat 

sporadically. However, this is to be expected since the organization utilizes other channels to inform their 

audience about daily news relating to the program. Press releases are reserved for news that affects those 

outside the organization’s target audience. 

SWOT Analysis 

Strengths of the organization: 

• A huge strength of the Honors College is that they manage to remain active on social media 

during the summer as well as the fall and spring semesters. This is notable in that most of the 

other organizations on Auburn’s campus are inactive during the summer. According to Marketing 

and Communications Director Wade Berry, the Honors College has received feedback from their 

donors specifically praising them for remaining active on social media during the university’s 

“off” season. 

• The National Prestigious Scholarship Office is housed within the Auburn University Honors 

College. In 2018, 18 Auburn University students were awarded these prestigious scholarships. 

• In the 2017-2018 school year, the Honors College saw 230 graduates. 94 of these received the 

highest possible graduation distinction, University Honors Scholar. 

• The average high school GPA of incoming freshmen to the Auburn University Honors College in 

2017-2018 was 4.29. 

Weaknesses of the organization: 

• A major weakness of the Honors College is the “sophomore slump” that has sparked our research. 

If this problem can’t be addressed and resolved, there is a distinct possibility that the number of 

students enrolled in the college will continue to drop every year. This could also have a 

significant impact on the rate of high-school age students who apply to be accepted into the 

program. If prospective students become aware of the organization’s poor retention rate, they 

might have the perception that the program is unsuccessful and be less likely to apply. 
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• The diversity in the program is also lacking. The 2017-2018 annual report shows that of the 1,697 

students enrolled in the program that year, only 11.08 percent identified as minority students. 

• As of fall 2019, every student in the Honors College will pay a $250/semester fee. This change 

will result in a $25/semester increase for sophomores and a $50/semester increase for juniors and 

seniors. Freshmen currently pay $250/semester.  

• The Honors College does not seem to do an efficient job of promoting the program to 

incoming/current students. It is not advertised very well to the public. 

Opportunities of the organization: 

• The Honors College has the opportunity to examine what other honors colleges are doing with 

successful programs across the country and make changes based on this research. For example, 

Florida Atlantic University’s (FAU) Wilkes Honors College’s information page is broken down 

into categories by major (Wilkes Honors College, 2019). Students can click on their current or 

prospective major and receive information about what the college has to offer within that major. 

This would be beneficial for the Auburn Honors College since recent research showed that 

students feel like the program doesn’t fit well into their major. 

• FAU’s honors college website also has a section broken down into outcomes, access, value, 

living on campus and campus life and directly answers what FAU has to offer in these categories. 

If Auburn had a section more like this on their website, prospective and current students might 

have better insight on the importance of enrolling in the Honors College.  

Threats of the organization: 

• One obvious threat to the Auburn University Honors College is the persistence of other honors 

programs at universities in the south. In Alabama alone, there are prestigious honors programs at 

the University of Alabama, the University of North Alabama, the University of South Alabama, 

Birmingham Southern College, the University of Alabama at Birmingham and more. Many 

prospective students (especially those who are academically gifted) have the choice to attend any 
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of these universities and enroll in any of these programs, and so the Auburn University Honors 

College must find a way to ensure that it stands out to those beginning their college search. 

• Another threat to the organization is the emphasis on standardized tests over GPAs in high 

schools. Research suggests that standardized tests are not an accurate indicator of later success in 

an honors college program—this creates an issue for students who are accepted into the Auburn 

Honors program based on standardized test scores and later struggle to maintain the program’s 

required GPA (McKay, 2009). Many of these students end up being involuntarily ejected from 

the program, which contributes to the organization’s poor retention rate.  

• Other honors college programs, like the one found at Alabama, do not have semester fees for the 

honors college program. This would push students who do not have a preset desire to belong in 

our school, to go to Alabama, as they would not need to pay additional fees to be in the honors 

college program.  

Results 

The Honors College’s goal in their communication is to show the public the successes of their 

program while also promoting the program in hopes of gaining more students. The organization does a 

great job of explaining who they are and what they are about—they frequently use their social media 

platforms and newsletter to highlight students who have accomplished something newsworthy while 

enrolled in the program. Supporting the students in this way is a great way to recognize the greatness the 

student body can achieve while being a member of the Auburn University Honors College.  

The Honors College is also doing a great job at utilizing popular social media platforms like 

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. All of their content is linked to all three platforms so that someone who 

only follows one of the platforms receives the same information as someone who follows all three. They 

post very regularly on these and they are doing a good job on responding to their followers. In addition, 

the website provides all the information needed for someone looking to know more about the Honors 

College. 
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The content posted on each of the Honors College’s media is different in its own way, but overall, 

the messages remain consistent. Each message reflects an aspect of the organization’s mission. Their 

digital media sites are delivering the same message: that the Auburn University Honors College is not 

only successful but worth joining. 

Similarly, all the graphic messages serve the purpose of promoting the Honors College and 

informing the followers about the program. Each post features a graphic image that relates to the content 

in the message. Although all the graphic images are unique and promote different messages, they were 

consistent in the fact that they were correctly paired with the message that belonged with it. The Honors 

College excels at creating graphic content that is visually appealing and relevant to the message they are 

trying to portray. 

Lastly, the Honors College does a good job of catering the tone of its messages to the channel 

through which it is being delivered. For example, the tone of social media posts is a bit more informal; in 

press releases and the Eagle Scholar newsletter, the tone is professional and succinct, written in such a 

way that people have come to expect from their news sources. The organization is clearly adept at 

adapting messages to fit their frame. 

Recommendations 

The target audience for the Honors College is primarily students, both current and prospective. In 

that vein, most in the organization’s audience are between the ages of 18-22.  However, the Honors 

College is also interested in targeting the parents of these students. It would be irresponsible to ignore the 

growing rate of social media use, even among older age groups (Demographics of Social Media Users, 

2019); parents of high school and college-age students are active on sites like Instagram and Facebook, 

especially when it relates to programs their children are a part of. In this way, the Honors College is 

tasked with creating content that is relatable for both audiences. 

The organization is certainly not doing a poor job of reaching its younger target audience in both 

digital and traditional media. Their Instagram and Twitter accounts both have over 1,200 followers. 

However, we believe the organization could boost engagement by utilizing tools like Instagram and 
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Facebook stories. Many young people make use of these tools every day and as such are more likely to 

engage with organizations that do. 

We also believe the Honors College could use slightly less formal language in its content. That’s 

not to say the accounts should make use of slang terms or overuse emojis; rather, we believe people 

would be more likely to engage with the organization’s posts if the language reflects the kind the 

audience uses. 

The Honors College is also doing a fine job of connecting with its older audience. The 

organization’s Facebook page is catered more towards an older audience, as Facebook is more prevalent 

than other social media with an older crowd; communication tools such as press releases and the “news” 

section of the website are also more likely to attract older readers. The way this content is delivered is 

certainly pertinent for an older audience. However, we do believe the Honors College is missing an 

opportunity to include the parents of Honors students in email blast announcements and the publication of 

the Eagle Scholar. Social media may be growing, but the older audience still typically checks email more 

than Instagram or Facebook, and as such there exists a missed chance to keep parents up to date with 

what’s going on in the organization.  

Lastly, the organization is missing an opportunity to be more active on their YouTube page. They 

have only made four videos in the past two years and have eight subscribers, the lowest of any of their 

social media platforms. YouTube is extremely popular among high school and college-age audiences, and 

as such it would be beneficial for the Honors College to utilize it as part of their communication plan. 

Becoming more active on YouTube would likely draw the attention of current and prospective students 

alike and might culminate in more engagement with other social media platforms as well.  

 

 

 

 

 



 21 

METHODOLOGY  

            This project began with an initial meeting with Wade Berry, Marketing and Communications 

Specialist II of the Auburn University Honors College. In our meeting, Mr. Berry brought to our attention 

some issues going on within the Honors College, particularly regarding the decreasing retention rate 

amongst sophomore students over the past two years. We then constructed a survey consisting of 21 

questions to send out to the current and former students in the Honors College. Mr. Berry sent our survey 

out on Nov. 11, 2019, to the students via email and we received 190 responses. 

            Our online survey was composed of research questions regarding demographics as well as open-

ended questions asking why people stayed or left Auburn’s Honors College. We wrote our questions 

based off of informational and behavioral objectives to gain more knowledge about our target audience. 

The questions that answered our informational objects were about participants’ year in school, major, 

gender, grade point average and ACT/SAT scores. The questions that answered our behavioral objectives 

were about participants’ overall opinion on Auburn’s Honors College, benefits they have or have not 

received from the Honors College, what caused them to stay in or leave the Honors College and what they 

would choose to change about the Honors College. 

            In conclusion, we found that most people who left Auburn’s Honors College left for reasons such 

as not feeling as though they were truly receiving priority registration, being forced to contract too many 

Honors courses and not feeling like the $250 semester fee was justified for the quality of instruction they 

were receiving. We found that those who have decided to stay made that decision due to priority 

registration, the admired faculty, the smaller and enjoyable classes and recognition they will receive in 

their future endeavors from graduating with honors. In response to our question “What can the Honors 

College improve on?” these were our most frequent responses: more classes offered as Honors as 

contracting classes is too difficult and time-consuming, reducing the semester fee, offering more events 

for students to connect with each other and faculty and offering more Honors tutoring.  
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RESULTS 

The purpose of our research was to discover why so many people were dropping out of the 

Honors College, specifically in their sophomore year.  Our survey had 20 questions consisting of open-

ended, scale, multiple choice and screener questions to help us better understand what was happening 

with the Honors College students. We put our screener question first so we could decipher who was still 

in the Honors College, who had dropped out or if they had no affiliation with the Honors College 

whatsoever. It was important to get the answer to this question because we needed to know what made 

people stay and why people felt the need to leave the program. We had 190 responses and we were able to 

use all of them because no one answered that they have never been a part of the Honors College.  

In our first five questions, we wanted to know basic information about their time in the Honors 

College. We asked questions such as: Are you still in the Honors College? If not, at what point did you 

drop out? If you were ejected due to a failure to meet the minimum GPA, in what year did this happen? Is 

the Honors College GPA attainable? We needed to ask questions like this to understand when and why 

people are dropping out of the program. We also wanted to know if the Honors College GPA requirement 

is too strenuous for the students and if that is why they are leaving the program.  

162 (85.2 %) respondents were still a part of the Honors College while 28 (14.8 %) had left the 

program. No one who took the survey was forced to leave the program because of GPA requirements 

(refer to Appendices A and C).   

Here are some other results we found: 

When respondents who are no longer in the Honors College left the program (refer to Appendix 

B): 

• Freshman Year: 18% 

• Sophomore Year: 63.5% 

• Junior Year: 13% 

• Senior Year: 4.5% 
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When asked if respondents believe the Honors College program is complementary to their major 

(refer to Appendix D):  

• Strongly disagree: 7% 

• Disagree: 17%  

• Somewhat disagree: 12% 

• Neither agree nor disagree: 10.5% 

• Somewhat agree: 24.5% 

• Agree: 20.5% 

• Strongly agree: 8.5% 

When asked if respondents found the minimum required Honors GPA to be attainable and 

realistic (refer to Appendix E):  

• Disagree: 5% 

• Neither agree nor disagree: 1% 

• Agree: 94 % 

When asked if the quality of instruction from Honors College faculty is an asset to respondents in 

their studies as an Honors College student (refer to Appendix F): 

• Disagree: 14% 

• Neither agree nor disagree: 8% 

• Agree: 78% 

When asked if the Honors College advisors are a helpful aid and resource (refer to Appendix G): 

• Disagree: 14% 

• Neither agree nor disagree: 11.5% 

• Agree: 74.5% 

The next set of questions we asked was about respondents’ experience in the program and 

whether or not they believed the Honors College was a benefit to their college experience.  
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When asked what benefits respondents expected to gain before joining the Honors College, some 

of the responses included (refer to Appendix H):  

• Priority registration 

• Smaller class sizes 

• Nicer freshman housing 

• Major-specific honors courses 

70.15% of students said they felt these expectations from the program had been met. For a graph 

of this data, please refer to Appendix I.  

When asked why they left the program, respondents listed some of their reasons for leaving as:  

• The $250 semester fee required for students to stay in the college 

• Rigor of courses without any real GPA benefits 

• Not enough Honors classes and being forced to contract too many courses  

Of those who chose to stay in the program, their reasons for staying were as follows:  

• Smaller class sizes 

• Early registration 

• Graduating with honors 

• Excellent advisors 

• Honors housing 

For a complete list of responses, refer to Appendix J.  

When asked how the Honors College could improve the program, most respondents listed: 

• Earlier registration times 

• More Honors classes  

• Eliminating or reducing the $250 semester fee students must pay  

For a complete list of responses, refer to Appendix K.  
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Because the prior research we reviewed in our literature review suggested that standardized test 

scores are not a good indicator of success in honors programs and should be eliminated from the 

admissions process, we also asked respondents about their high school ACT and SAT scores. However, 

our findings did not support this research. After running a crosstabulation between respondents’ current 

Auburn University GPAs and both their SAT and ACT scores, we found that most respondents who 

currently have a GPA at or higher than the Honors minimum also had exemplary standardized test scores. 

To view this data in more detail, please refer to appendices R, S, T and U.  

Lastly, we asked our respondents some basic demographic questions in order to better understand 

the respondents who were taking our survey. We found it notable that the largest percentage of 

respondents taking our survey were freshman and female.  

Grade level (refer to Appendix L):  

• Freshman: 37.5% 

• Sophomore: 15.5% 

• Junior: 24% 

• Senior 23%  

Major: 

A large majority of respondents are majoring within the Samuel Ginn College of Engineering. 

The second most prevalent majors are found in the College of Liberal Arts. For a complete list of majors 

and the colleges associated with them, refer to Appendices M and N.  

Gender (refer to Appendix O): 

• Female: 71% 

• Male: 25.5% 

• Other: 2% 

• Prefer not to answer: 1.5% 

High school GPA at time of graduation (refer to Appendix P): 
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• 3.1-3.5: 1% 

• 3.6-4.0:18% 

• More than 4.0: 81% 

Current Auburn GPA (refer to Appendix Q):  

• 2.6-3.0: 2% 

• 3.1-3.5: 18% 

• 3.6-4.0: 80% 

 Although we cannot generalize our data to a larger population due to the small number of 

respondents in correlation to the number of students in the program, we believe it is still informative in 

that it helped us to gain a better understanding of what has driven students to leave the Honors College 

program. In the next section, we will discuss these findings and the implications they may have for the 

program. For further clarification of the data and to view the full survey report, see the Appendices 

section.  
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DISCUSSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 When analyzing the data obtained from our survey, we first noticed that our data confirmed 

Honors College Director Dr. Sippial’s fear of the “sophomore slump.” Of the 28 respondents who took 

our survey that are no longer in the Honors program, 68% left the program during their sophomore year. 

We then attempted to determine whether or not our research supported the findings of the literature 

discussed in our literature review. As discussed in the results section, our results did not support that 

standardized test scores are a poor indicator of success in honors programs as most of our survey’s 

respondents had both high standardized test scores and a high current GPA. However, our findings do 

support that the quality of instruction from Honors College faculty is important to retention in honors 

college programs. 85.2% of our respondents are still in the Auburn Honors College, and of these, 78% 

agreed that the Auburn Honors College faculty are an asset to them in their studies. Respondents also 

largely agreed that the Honors College advisors are exemplary. Finally, we found it notable that our 

demographic questions showed the majority of our respondents were female and in their freshmen year of 

college.  

 The most compelling data we obtained, however, came from the open-response questions. These 

helped us gain a large amount of insight into what is working well in the program and what needs to be 

improved. Overall, students view the program in a positive light—of 190 respondents, 162 are still in the 

Honors College. Many respondents also lauded the program for providing them with smaller class sizes, 

excellent advisors, priority registration and honors housing. 78% of respondents also said that their 

expectations prior to joining the Honors College have been met. 

 However, the respondents also listed a number of grievances with the program. One that we saw 

multiple times had to do with Honors College curriculum. Many students were disappointed that there 

were few Honors classes offered past their freshman core credits and that they were forced to contract a 

large number of their classes in order to meet the minimum number of Honors hours each semester. In 

this vein, we recommend that the Honors College consider offering more Honors classes for higher-level, 
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major-specific courses. According to the survey respondents, contracting classes creates a workload that 

is too intense and difficult to balance with other coursework. This has caused many respondents to drop 

out of the program.  

 Another complaint we received multiple times is that the $250 semester fee required of all 

Honors students is a problem for our respondents. Many said that they didn’t feel the fee was justified, 

claiming that they felt as they were paying a large sum of money and not receiving enough benefits in 

return. Because of this, our team recommends that the Honors College faculty consider either reducing or 

eliminating this Honors College fee. As referenced in the SWOT analysis section of our media analysis 

audit, many other universities’ honors college programs do not require a fee from its students (and some 

even offer scholarships that pay students to enroll in the honors college). We believe this is a major threat 

to the Auburn Honors College. It is already causing students to drop out of the Honors program, and it 

could potentially lead to students choosing other universities over Auburn when deciding where to attend 

college. 

 The third most prevalent complaint we received suggested that there might be a problem with the 

priority registration system. Many respondents said that although they felt they were supposed to receive 

priority registration as a benefit of the Honors College, they didn’t receive the priority at all and instead 

couldn’t register until after their peers who aren’t even in Honors. Others claimed that while they did 

receive priority registration, they still were only allowed to register an hour or so before their non-Honors 

peers and were disappointed by this. In this respect, our team recommends that the Honors College 

faculty take a look at the registration system and see if there is a way to amend it so that Honors students 

receive priority registration that allows them to register far before their non-Honors peers. Priority 

registration is clearly important to these respondents, and it has caused a lot of students to drop the 

program.  

 In conclusion, our research shows that although there are many things working well within the 

Auburn University Honors College, there are things that could be improved in order to improve the 

experience for students enrolled in the program. We believe that making these changes will, in turn, have 
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a positive effect on the “sophomore slump” and increase the retention rate in the program. There will also 

be an opportunity to conduct more research once these changes have been made to determine whether or 

not our research predictions were accurate.  
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