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Abstract 

The present studies focused on 1) the academic outcomes of high-achieving 

students at a four-year, comprehensive research institution, and 2) the influence of 

achievement goal orientation on high-achieving community college students’ decision to 

participate in a post-secondary honors program. While correlational studies have been 

conducted to compare differences in academic achievement between high-achieving 

students who participate in honors and those who do not, there is a gap in the scholarship 

regarding quantitative studies to estimate the magnitude of effect for participation in 

honors education on academic achievement. Further, research findings support non-

cognitive factors such as academic self-concept (ASC) and self-efficacy that influence 

the decision to participate in honors, yet little research has been conducted regarding the 

influence of achievement goal orientation on students’ decisions to enroll in an honors 

learning environment.  

The goals of the studies were to determine 1) the extent to which participating in a 

post-secondary honors program affects academic achievement and 2) the extent to which 

achievement goal orientation influences students’ participation in a community college 

honors program. The first, an observational study, utilized archival data collected from 

three cohorts of high-achieving students at a four-year, comprehensive research 

institution. Big-Fish-Little-Pond-Effect predicts that students who opt out of participating 

in honors will outperform students enrolled in the honors program on academic 

achievement as measured by GPA. Quantitative and demographic data were collected and 
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propensity score matching on observable variables was used to match students in the 

intervention group (honors) to the comparison group (non-honors) to control for 

confounders and to estimate better the magnitude of effect for the intervention of honors 

on academic outcomes. One-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used to assess 

differences on cumulative grade point average (GPA) between the two groups using the 

propensity score as the covariate. It was anticipated that high-achieving students who 

participate in a post-secondary honors program would earn a lower cumulative GPA than 

their non-honors counterparts as an effect of their participation in the program.  

The second study, a survey, measured the four constructs of achievement goal 

orientation within the 2 x 2 model (mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-

approach, performance-avoidance) across high-achieving students at a community 

college. Logistic regression was used to determine the constructs’ accuracy in predicting 

students’ likelihood of participating in honors. The data were collected from 400 students 

in an online version of the Achievement Goal Questionnaire-Revised. It was anticipated 

that the likelihood of participating in post-secondary honors would be greater for students 

who adopted a mastery-approach goal orientation. 

Keywords: high-achieving, honors programs, big-fish-little-pond-effect, achievement 

goal orientation. 
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Chapter I: 

Introduction 

Institutions of higher education choose whether or not to support special programs 

for high-achieving students based on a number of factors. Similarly, for college-bound, 

high-achieving students, the decision to matriculate into a post-secondary honors 

program is also influenced by a variety of factors. More quantitative research of high-

achieving students within the context of post-secondary honors programs is necessary to 

increase validity and generalizability of the results and conclusions regarding the effects 

of participating in honors and on the factors that influence high-achieving students to 

participate in honors. Building on previous, yet limited research (Hickson & Driskill, 

1970), the current studies will serve to complement the current body of research by 1) 

conducting an observational study analyzing recent, archival data on high-achieving 

students at a large, public research institution using a quasi-experimental design, and 2) 

conducting a survey to collect data on the achievement goal orientation of high-achieving 

students at a large, public community college to determine the extent to which goal 

orientation predicts participation in a post-secondary honors program. 

Background of the Problem 

Colleges and universities are being held increasingly accountable for student 

success as measured by persistence, retention, time to graduation, and completion. 

Referred to as performance funding (Kiley, 2012), some states are considering or are now 

using these metrics to determine and to justify the allocation of funds to their public 

schools. Because of this, questions have arisen as to whether supporting post-secondary 

honors programs is the most appropriate use of funds and resources for the special 
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population of high-achieving learners who attend institutions of higher education 

(Campbell, 2005). Administrators are being challenged as to whether or not honors 

programs are effective in meeting the learning needs of high-achieving learners, with 

some administrators and faculty favoring eliminating institutional support of honors 

programs amid claims that such programs are elitist (McDermott, 1989; Pehlke, 2003; 

Selingo, 2002). Others argue, however, that honors programs provide the optimal 

environment for high-achieving learners and that the best practices gleaned from such 

progressive programs “trickle down” to traditional curricula (Giazzoni & Hilberg, 2009; 

Mihelich, Storrs, & Pellett, 2007; Moritz, 2011; Rinn & Cobane, 2009; Shushok, 2002; 

Sievert, 1972; Spurrier, 2009; Weiner, 2009). 

Achterberg (2005) argues that high-achieving learners need to have a classroom 

or learning environment that is differentiated from the traditional/non-honors student 

population because such students “respond differently and learn better with other highly 

motivated, ‘like-minded’ students” (p. 80). Tomlinson (2000) has similarly argued in 

favor of differentiation, that individual differences across students are enough to 

significantly affect the content students need to learn, the pace of optimal learning, and 

the active support from teachers and others to learn if well. She further contends that 

students are more effective in their learning when they experience a sense of community 

or the classroom (Tomlinson, 2000). Researchers have concluded that participation in 

honors programs significantly affects students’ undergraduate experience regarding 

academic achievement and cognitive development (Seifert, Pacarella, Colangelo, & 

Assouline, 2007), but hasten to point out that the effects may not be as global as some 

proponents of honors education suggest. Despite the data supporting such differences 
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between honors and traditional curricula, the researchers offered no factors that would 

account for such differences and, based on the nature of the study design, no correlation 

between participation in honors and the measured outcomes could be inferred. Seifert, et 

al. (2007) noted that such research would be valuable so that the strategies that are found 

to be effective in an honors environment might be applied to traditional learning 

environments. 

Statement of the Problem and Research Questions 

Research findings support the phenomenon that high-achieving students opt out of 

post-secondary honors programs because they perceive participation in such programs 

will result in lower academic achievement as measured by grade point average (Chase, 

Hemmeter, & Griffin, 1971; Hartleroad, 2005). This perception may be influenced by a 

student’s tacit understanding of the Big-Fish-Little-Pond-Effect (Marsh, 1988) or may be 

the effect of a student’s adopted achievement goal orientation. Such perceptions can 

result in eligible high-achieving learners forgoing an opportunity to engage in learning 

environments potentially better suited to their particular academic needs and goals 

(Achterberg, 2005).  

The present studies were driven by two research questions: 1) Does participation 

in a post-secondary honors program bear a significant relationship to academic 

achievement (average treatment effect on the treated) as measured by cumulative grade 

point average (GPA) by high-achieving students? and, 2) Does the achievement goal 

orientation adopted by high-achieving students influence their decision to participate in a 

post-secondary honors program? To answer the first question, the first study analyzed 

archival data for three cohorts of entering freshman at a large, four-year university to 
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determine if indeed a correlation exists between participation in the university’s honors 

college and academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA. To answer the 

second question, the second study sought to determine the extent to which a non-

cognitive factor, achievement goal orientation, predicts participation in a post-secondary 

honors program. 

Purpose of the Studies 

The purposes of the present studies are 1) to determine the estimated level of 

effect for participation in a post-secondary honors program on academic achievement, 

and 2) to analyze the influence of a motivational construct, achievement goal orientation, 

in addition to several other factors, including gender, ethnicity, and age, on high-

achieving students’ participation in a post-secondary honors program.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

The first study was guided by phenomenon of the Big-Fish-Little-Pond-Effect 

(BFLPE). Marsh and Parker (1984) posited the BFLPE, which predicts that high-

achieving students will adopt lower academic self-concepts (ASC) when enrolled in high-

ability programs as opposed to enrolling in traditional programs. Marsh (1987) also 

reported that high-achieving students earned higher grades in traditional programs 

compared to similar learners in a selective, high ability program, thereby predicting not 

only lower mean levels of ASC, but lower mean levels of academic achievement as 

measured by GPA. Such findings lend credence to the notion that there is a penalty with 

regard to academic outcomes for participating in such programs. These findings have 

important implications for high-achieving students in their decision to enroll in such 
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programs and for administrative strategies in reporting and marketing the effectiveness of 

post-secondary honors programs. 

To test whether a discrepancy exists between high-achieving students’ academic 

performance, differences in mean level cumulative GPA were measured between two 

groups of high-achieving students who were eligible to participate in a post-secondary 

honors program at a large, four-year research university. One group did not participate in 

this learning environment, matriculating instead into the traditional curriculum, while the 

other group chose to matriculate into the honors program. Archival data were collected 

and analyzed to determine if those who participated in the post-secondary honors 

program earned a lower cumulative GPA than those in the traditional program as 

predicted by BFLPE.  

The second study utilized the theoretical framework of achievement goal 

orientation, specifically, the 2 x 2 model (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 

Pintrich, 2000; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008) and examined its predictive accuracy in 

high-achieving students’ decision to participate in a post-secondary honors program. The 

2 x 2 model includes four orientation constructs: mastery approach, mastery avoidance, 

performance approach, and performance avoidance. Each construct served as a predictor 

variable. 

In addition, gender, ethnicity, and age were used as predictor variables. It is 

important to use gender and ethnicity as variables based on the research associating them 

with achievement goal orientation and performance. Dweck (1986) found that high-

achieving female students, in particular, are more susceptible to challenge avoidance, 

debilitated motivation, and underperformance in the face of failure than their male 



POST-SECONDARY HONORS PROGRAMS  

 

6 

counterparts. Findings by Baer (1998) and Shucard and Hillman (1990) suggest that 

females are more likely than males to experience maladaptive behavior resulting in poor 

performance and self-perceptions in competitive, performance-oriented conditions. 

Meece and Holt (1993) found that females clustered more within a high-mastery/low-

performance goal orientation matrix than males, whereas males tended to cluster in the 

low-mastery/low-performance goal orientation matrix.  

Nolen (1988) found that females tend to adopt more of a mastery orientation, 

whereas males tended to adopt more of a performance orientation. In contrast, Ablard and 

Lipschultz (1998) found that high-achieving females scored higher than males on scales 

of mastery goal orientation but found no group difference on performance goal 

orientation. Findings by Smith, Sinclair, and Chapman (2002) indicate that during senior 

year of secondary school, males scored higher on a measure of performance-avoidance 

orientation than did females. Middleton and Midgley (1997) reported findings in which 

males were more likely to adopt a performance-approach goal orientation than were 

females, yet they found no difference with regard to gender for performance-avoidance 

goal orientation. Witkow and Fuligni (2007) found, in general, more similarities with 

regard to goal orientation across ethnicity. Given the mixed findings, more research is 

necessary to discern any differences across gender in high-ability students on measures of 

achievement goal orientation. 

Findings regarding relationships between ethnicity and achievement goal 

orientation have produced even more tenuous conclusions. Elliot, Chirkov, Kim, and 

Sheldon (2001) found that Asian students, in addition to other students from collectivist 

societies, tend to adopt more avoidance goals compared to White American students. 
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Similarly, Zusho and colleagues (2005) reported that Asian students scored higher on 

measures of performance-avoidance goal orientation than did White American students, 

but they found no group differences in measures of motivation, goals, and outcomes. 

Additionally, Midgley et al. (2001) found no differences between White and African 

American students regarding the relationship between performance-approach goal 

orientation and academic achievement. Yet, Olivas (1975) and Outcalt (1999) have 

remarked on the correlations between the proportion of historically underrepresented 

groups and the access and availability of honors programs at community colleges, with 

the incidence of programs decreasing in institutions where the number of African 

American students are higher. Such a disproportion may further lend support to those 

who view honors programs as elitist. Given the diversity of the population at the 

community college under examination in the present study, more clarification might be 

gained on the utility of the 2 x 2 model of achievement goal orientation. 

Research Hypotheses 

The researcher hypothesized 1) that there is a significant relationship between 

participation in honors and academic achievement, with high-achieving learners in 

honors underperforming compared to their non-honors peers on the measure of 

cumulative GPA, and 2) that higher scores on a measure of the construct of mastery 

approach goal orientation will predict participation in a post-secondary honors program.  

Importance of the Studies 

By utilizing propensity score matching, the first study determined if a significant 

relationship exists between participation in a post-secondary honors program and 

academic achievement. This will be useful to students and administrators in drawing 
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conclusions regarding the effect of, respectively, participating in and supporting such 

post-secondary programs. There is a gap in the literature with regard to demonstrating 

strong correlations between participation in honors and academic outcomes. 

The second study determined whether achievement goal orientation is an accurate 

predictor of high-achieving learners’ participation in a post-secondary honors program 

for high-achieving students at a large community college. Non-cognitive factors have 

been examined to determine their influence on high-achieving students’ decision to 

participate in honors programs, such as academic self-concept (Marsh & Parker, 1984) 

and academic self-efficacy (Moon, 2012), but few studies have examined the effect of 

achievement goal orientation on participation in post-secondary honors. 

Scope of the Study  

To establish a correlation between participation in a post-secondary honors 

program and academic outcomes, the first study collected archival data from three 

matriculating cohorts ranging in size from 2,954 to 3,638 students, at a large, four-year, 

public research university in the southern United States. It is anticipated that the findings 

may be generalizable, however cautiously, to other large, four-year public research 

institutions. 

For the second study, approximately 1600 high-achieving students at a 

community college were invited to complete an online version of the Achievement Goal 

Questionnaire-Revised (Elliot & Murayama, 2008) during what the college referred to as 

survey week. Survey week occurs near the end of each semester when students are 

invited to complete course evaluations and academic research surveys.  
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Summary 

The present studies addressed two research questions: 1) Does participation in a 

post-secondary honors program correlate to academic achievement (average treatment 

effect on the treated) as measured by cumulative GPA? and, 2) Does a particular 

achievement goal orientation adopted by high-achieving students influence their decision 

to participate in post-secondary honors program? 

For the first study, archival data from a large, four-year university was used. 

Cases were matched on observable characteristics in an attempt to estimate more reliably 

the effect of participation in honors on academic achievement as measured by cumulative 

GPA. The matching process produced a propensity score that served as the covariate. For 

the second study, the achievement goal orientation across high-achieving students was 

measured using the Achievement Goal Questionnaire-Revised and the data analyzed 

using logistic regression to determine the extent to which goal orientation predicts 

participation in a post-secondary honors program. 

 



POST-SECONDARY HONORS PROGRAMS 

 

Chapter 2: 

Review of the Literature 

A review of the literature reveals a modest body of research exploring between-

group differences among high-achieving students who participate in post-secondary 

honors programs and those who do not. Several researchers have reported that honors 

programs provide an optimal environment for high-achieving learners (Giazzoni & 

Hilberg, 2009; Mihelich, Storrs, & Pellett, 2007; Moritz, 2011; Rinn & Cobane, 2009; 

Shushok, 2002; Sievert, 1972; Spurrier, 2009; Weiner, 2009). Yet few empirical studies 

have been conducted to determine the estimated effect size of participation in a post-

secondary honors environment on academic achievement. Even fewer studies have 

examined post-secondary honors education in the theoretical frameworks of BFLPE or 

achievement goal orientation. The present studies will contribute to the gap of research in 

these areas.  

High-achieving/Honors Students 

The National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC), as its name implies, is a 

national organization whose mission is “to support and enhance the community of 

educational institutions, professionals, and students who participate in collegiate honors 

education around the world” (NCHC, 2014). It lists 868 member institutions that range in 

character and mission from community colleges, private liberal arts colleges, and large, 

public research institutions. Distinct from honors societies, which are largely national 

organizations with student-directed chapters on campuses throughout the country (see 

http://www.achsnatl.org/), often under the auspices of student life, honors programs and 

colleges are institutionally driven academic units and are under the supervision of an 
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academic officer or faculty member (NCHC, 2014). The mission of most honors 

programs (or similar models, such as honors colleges and scholars programs) is to 

provide an enriched learning environment for high-achieving students who meet 

established academic criteria. Although the NCHC is the nationally recognized 

organization supporting post-secondary honors education, it refrains from offering a rigid 

definition of an honors student, only to characterize them in general as tending to be 

high-achievers and highly motivated; that they are highly responsive to novel ideas, 

group discussions, and problem-solving activities; that they can be highly creative and 

innovative; and that they are often involved in extra-curricular activities that benefit the 

campus community (NCHC, 2014). 

Historically, several terms have been used to refer to students who perform at a 

high level in educational, artistic, and athletic contexts, including gifted and talented 

(G/T; Renzulli & Reis, 2003; Woolfolk, 2010), high-ability learners (HAL; Olszewski-

Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2012; VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2011), high-achieving or high-

achievers (Wojcikiewicz, 2008), highly-able (Christopher & Shewmaker, 2010; Hockett, 

2009), advanced learners (Bogard, Liu, & Chiang, 2013; Sulak, 2014), which most often 

refers to a specific domain or task, high-potential learners (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2000; 

Miller & Gentry, 2010), and talent (Callahan & McIntire, 1994; De Boer, G., Minnaert & 

Kamphof, 2013).  

In a survey conducted by researchers at Lipman Hearne (2009), data were 

gathered on 1,264 high school seniors, all of whom obtained a combined SAT score of 

1150 or higher and/or composite ACT scores of 25 or higher, which placed them in the 

70th percentile of all tested high school seniors in the United States for 2005. In the study, 
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the researchers referred to participants with an SAT score of at least 1300 as “academic 

superstars” and those who score in the range of 1150-1290 inclusive as “solid 

performers.” The combined group is referred to as “high-achieving,” which is reflective 

of the population in the present studies. Cited most often within the scholarly literature 

are found the terms high-achieving/high-achievers and high-ability. For the purpose of 

the present studies, then, the population of learners will be referred to as high-achieving 

students or high-achievers. 

Post-Secondary Honors Programs/Colleges 

Although several studies have attempted to explore quantitative comparisons in 

academic performance between honors and non-honors students, they have been limited 

by small sample sizes, controlling for confounding variables, and problems in 

generalizability. Shushok (2006) noted the lack of literature employing scientific 

methodologies to explore the effects of participating in an honors program.  

A small body of research focuses on whether a statistically significant difference 

exists in academic performance between students who participate in honors programs and 

those with similar academic ability who choose to opt out of such experiences. Of these, 

a study by Teske and Etheridge (2010), limited to first-year students, focused on 

information and communication literacy and found that 44.2 % of non-honors freshmen 

met or exceeded the national average score of 149.8 on a test of information literacy. The 

honors freshmen in their study passed at double the rate (88.9%) with an average score of 

179.2. 

Ogilvie and Reza (2009) reported that in eight of ten measures, students in an 

honors section of a business course scored significantly higher than non-honors students 
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in an identical non-honors section. This study was limited, however, to the participants’ 

experience and performance in only one section of an honors business course and an 

identical section offered to non-honors students. The relatively small sample consisted of 

forty-three non-honors students and nineteen honors students. 

Addressing concerns that participation in honors programs may result in a 

“penalty” affecting grade point average, Chase, et al. (1971) reported that participating in 

an honors curriculum does not negatively affect the academic achievement outcomes of 

high-achieving students and that there was a statistically significant difference in mean 

GPA between the honors students’ non-honors coursework and honors coursework, with 

students earning a higher mean level GPA in the honors coursework. Chase, et al’s. 

(1971) study was limited to honors students, comparing their performance in honors 

courses with their performance in traditional (non-honors) courses over four years.  

Hartleroad’s (2005) study compared the academic performance of honors and 

non-honors students, but it was limited in scope to first-year female engineering students. 

The researchers’ findings indicated a statistically significant difference in mean GPA 

with honors students outperforming non-honors students. 

Long and Kurleander (2011) concluded that a penalty does exist for high-

achieving students who attend community colleges, noting in their conclusions that 

higher achieving students who attend a community college were at a disadvantage over 

typical students with regard to degree completion and college credits earned. They 

suggested that the variance may be attributable to unobservable differences such as 

motivation, lack of preparation for college, or demands on time. Once the researchers 

controlled for these variables, the penalty disappeared. No information was provided as to 
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whether or not these students participated in an honors program or similarly structured 

learning environment for high-achieving learners.  

Further empirical research provides evidence for positive and significant 

relationships between participating in honors and academic achievement, even when 

controlling for confounding factors and covariates, although Astin (1978, 1993) reported 

mixed results. Cosgrove (2004) reported that among students who graduate within five 

years at a four-year institution, students who completed the honors program earned a 

mean cumulative GPA of 3.71, honors students who partially completed the program 

earned an average GPA of 3.48, and non-honors students completing the traditional 

curriculum earned a mean cumulative GPA of 3.36. These differences in mean 

cumulative GPA, however, were not examined for significance. Rinn (2007) reported that 

honors students demonstrate higher academic achievement and higher academic self-

concept than non-honors students, even after controlling for SAT scores. 

Recent quantitative research on post-secondary honors programs has utilized 

propensity score matching methods. Three studies comparing outcomes between honors 

and non-honors students used SAT scores and either high school GPA or class rank as 

observable characteristics (Keller & Lacy, 2013; Shushok, 2006; and Slavin, et al., 2008). 

The researchers constructed sub-samples of non-honors students whose past academic 

achievements and academic potential approximated those same characteristics among 

honors students. 

Using SAT scores and high school class rank comparable to honors students, 

Slavin et al. (2008) identified a group of high-achieving non-honors students that 

approximated the academic profile of honors students at the University of Maine. 
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Statistically controlling for these observed variables, the researchers compared the two 

groups to determine if a relationship existed between honors participation and retention 

and graduation rates. Their findings indicated that one-year retention rates were 

significantly higher for honors students than for non-honors students with 94% of the 

2006 honors students returning as compared to 85% of non-honors students. 

Additionally, using logistic regression the researchers reported that an honors student was 

3.1 times more likely to return after one year than a non-honors student. Their findings, 

however, did not indicate a significant difference in the four-year graduation rates for the 

entering 2002 cohort, with 64% of honors students and 60% of non-honors students 

graduating in four years. 

Using a caliper matching method (though the caliper distance was not state) to 

define the acceptable level of comparability, Shushok (2006) selected a non-honors group 

the same size (N = 86) and with comparable characteristics as an honors group (N = 86) 

at the University of Maryland, College Park. Using this matching technique, the 

researcher deemed the two groups as comparable if their mean scores on observable 

measures (e.g., GPA and SAT) were within 0.15 of a standard deviation of one another. 

The matching process resulted in honors and non-honors groups whose matched pairs had 

“identical” mean high school GPAs and mean SAT scores. The two groups had 

equivalent percentages of females, percentages living on campus, and percentages of 

ethnicities. Findings indicated that honors students had significantly higher cumulative 

GPAs at the end of the first year (honors, M =3.41 and non-honors, M = 3.18) and higher 

one-year retention rates (honors 97% and non-honors 90%). Similar to the Slavin et al. 

(2008) study, however, these differences tended to disappear by the fourth year.  
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To better estimate the unique contribution of an honors program to retention and 

graduation outcomes, Keller and Lacy (2013) applied propensity score analysis to control 

for the effects of honors students’ previous academic achievement and other background 

characteristics versus the effects of program participation. The study statistically adjusted 

for a wider range of confounding characteristics than had been typical in previous 

research. In addition to academic achievement in high school, they included data on 

ethnic status, gender, in-state/out-of-state origin, first-generation college attendance, and 

academic unit at entry. Academic achievement was measured using the State of 

Colorado’s college admission index, which is a composite encompassing high school 

grades or class rank and standardized test scores (ACT or SAT). Adjusting for the 

influence of these background factors, the researchers’ results indicated that the effects of 

the program itself were more modest than indicated by the raw comparison, but those 

effects were still found to be relatively large and statistically significant. They found the 

rate of five-year graduation for honors students was 81.9% versus the 69.6% that would 

have been expected among these students had they not participated in the program. The 

researchers noted that this is a much smaller gain for honors participation than would be 

implied by a comparison to the unadjusted honors graduation rate of 57.6% and 

demonstrated the potential importance of an adjusted comparison in describing retention 

and graduation outcomes among honors participants. The adjusted comparisons of effects 

on five and six-year graduation, however, show much larger differences than on four-year 

graduation. These results seem to contradict the notion of a penalty associated with 

honors course work.  
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Bulakowski and Townsend  (1995) conducted a qualitative study to examine the 

students’ and faculty members’ perspectives on the effectiveness of a community college 

honors program. They reported that students appreciated the rigor of the curriculum, felt 

that participation enhanced their intellectual self-esteem, and experienced a sense-of-

belonging. Further, those who completed the program felt that it prepared them well for 

courses at four-year transfer institutions. Faculty who were interviewed for the study 

reported that they enjoyed working with high-achieving students and incorporated some 

of the strategies used in their honors sections into their traditional (non-honors) courses. 

The researchers also reported that non-honors students and faculty who did not teach 

honors courses were resentful of the program because they believed distinguishing 

between honors and non-honors students created a “class” system that negatively affected 

the climate of the college. 

Byrne’s (1998) literature review provided a comprehensive overview of honors 

programs within the community college context. In addition to reporting on the origin 

and descriptions of structures employed at various institutions, his study asked whether or 

not such programs are successful. He cited several sources that provided both qualitative 

and quantitative evidence for the success of students who participated in honors 

programs, including higher rates of transfer to four year institutions, higher mean grade 

point averages, lower rates of attrition, and higher median income after graduation. These 

studies, however, are based on small sample sizes and also indicated that few of the 

students who participate in honors programs actually complete the programs’ 

requirements for graduation. 
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Cohen (1985) examined the limitations and characteristics of community college 

honors programs. Most existing programs experience relatively low participation, are 

underfunded, and minimally affect students and faculty. Noting the lack of empirical 

studies exploring the effects of honors programs on recruitment efforts and retention of 

high-achieving students, the study described attempts to maintain high admissions 

standards and types of models offered, including the course-centered program, the single-

track or prescribed curriculum program, the core-oriented program, the individualized 

honors programs, and the comprehensive program. For community colleges that chose to 

establish and develop an honors program, Cohen (1985) noted five specific benefits that 

accrued: (1) honors programs could be administered at little cost to the institution; (2) 

individual faculty members had a dramatic effect on honors students’ learning; (3) 

instructors for honors courses experienced close contact with students; (4) upper level 

administrators who valued a culture of evidence seldom challenged claims pointing to the 

benefits of honors programs; and (5) honors programs aligned well with the egalitarian 

notion of equal opportunity for all that is espoused by community colleges. 

Floyd and Holloway (2006) provided a brief history of and a justification for 

honors education in the community college context. They described program models 

from several community colleges but focused primarily on one: The Honors College at 

Miami Dade College. Although most of the schools profiled in their study were relatively 

large (over 30,000 students), the authors concluded that the models presented could be 

effectively adopted by smaller institutions considering the establishment of an honors 

program. 
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In research conducted at Moraine Valley Community College, McKeague (1984) 

examined the role of honors programs at community colleges in facilitating the unique 

needs of high-achieving students. McKeague (1984) discussed factors integral to 

maintaining a successful program, such as establishing an advisory committee or council 

to help develop and steer the program; naming a program dean or director; cultivating 

institutional support; recruiting outstanding instructors; and recruiting, retaining, and 

recognizing high-achieving students. The essay additionally noted the egalitarian 

philosophy of community colleges and how honors programs align with this philosophy 

by serving the needs of its high-achieving students. 

Although, much of the between-group empirical research exploring differences 

between honors and non-honors students has been qualitative (Castro-Johnson & Wang, 

2003; Butler et al 2004; Blythe, 2004; Hébert & McBee, 2007; Rinn, 2007; Morris, 

2008), several researchers have conducted quantitative studies, as noted above, yet much 

of this research on the effects of participation in honors has been limited to within-group 

studies (Cosgrove, 2004; Rinn, 2005; Rice, Leever, Christopher, & Porter, 2006, Wurst, 

Smarkola, & Gaffney, 2008; Siegle, Rubenstein, Pollard, & Romey, 2010). There are a 

substantial number of high-achieving students, however, who choose to forgo such an 

undergraduate experience or are simply unaware that such learning environments are an 

option for them. More research is necessary to determine the effect of an honors 

education and, if a positive or negative effect associated with participation, that high-

achieving college-going students are aware of the associations and their options. 

Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect and High-Achieving Students 

Recent research supports the universality of the BFLPE across collectivist and 
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individualistic cultures as well as economically developing and developed countries 

(Seaton, Marsh, & Craven, 2009). In a study examining the effects of gifted and talented 

programs on students’ academic self-concept (ASC), Marsh, et al. (1995) discovered 

significant differences in ASC. In a study limited to Australian high-achieving students 

by Seaton et al (2011), findings supported the BFLPE across all Australian states. Makel 

et al. (2012) measured student self-concept before and after high-ability students left their 

regular school environment to participate in a summer program. Results revealed that 

neither ASC nor educational aspirations declined significantly when students were in the 

higher ability environment. Even with ceiling effects limiting potential increases in ASC, 

participants were more than twice as likely to increase or maintain their baseline ASC as 

they were to report declines. Further, several increases were found in nonacademic self-

concepts. These findings suggest that BFLPEs are not necessarily associated with 

supplemental educational environments, such as summer programs.  

Questions persist as to the validity of the BFLPE and its effect on academic 

achievement (Dai, 2004; Plucker, Robinson, Greenspan, Feldhusen, McCoach, & 

Subotnik, 2004). Current research suggests that students who adopted a social 

comparison group above their ability level experienced a beneficial effect on course 

grades (Blanton, et al., 1999; Huguet, et al., 2001). With respect to the rest of the college 

population, the implications of such findings include opening honors designated courses 

to students who may have fallen short of honors selection criteria, which may be 

beneficial to such students, potentially having a positive influence on their academic 

achievement. Chanel and Sarrazin (2007) found positive assimilation effects on measures 

of self-concept and performance, counterbalancing the negative effects of the class-
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average level demonstrated in BFLPE studies. 

The first study in the present paper examined academic outcomes of high-

achievers at a four-year, public university within the theoretical framework of BFLPE. 

Within the BFLPE context, the researcher predicted that high-achievers enrolled in a 

post-secondary honors program would experience a decline in academic outcomes as 

measured by GPA when compared to their non-honors counterparts as an effect of 

participating in honors. 

Achievement Goal Orientation and High-Achieving Students 

Achievement goals are pervasive, found to be rooted in our dominant societal 

values (Dekker & Fischer, 2008), with evidence of egalitarian societies adopting more 

mastery oriented goals, and performance-approach goals adopted by those in developing 

societies. Achievement goal theory is distinct from goal-setting theory (Bandura, 1988, 

1997; Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002; Schunk, 1989) and from goal-content and goal-

processes within motivational systems theory (Ford, 1992). The former theoretical model 

focuses on the objective of the goal, while the latter focuses on the externalized behavior 

toward pursuing goals or objectives. Achievement goal theory, however, refers to the 

orientation—internalized beliefs, patterns, and affect—individuals adopt toward learning 

and performance. 

Achievement goal theory, or goal theory, emphasizes how goals influence 

behavior in the context of achievement. The theory takes into account relationships 

between such concepts as attribution, the perception of one’s ability to complete a task 

successfully, the perception of the level of difficulty or ease of a goal or task to be 

completed, and expectancies. Achievement goal orientation (AGO) refers to an 
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individual’s adoption of a mastery goal orientation or a performance goal orientation 

(Ames & Ames, 1984; Dweck, 1986; Maehr, 1983; Nicholls, 1984). 

A student who adopts a mastery-goal orientation focuses on becoming highly 

proficient in the material, technique, or processes necessary to perform a specific task or 

to achieve a specific goal. Learners who adopt a mastery-goal orientation tend to utilize 

metacognitive approaches that promote a deeper level of understanding and elicit better 

comprehension and effective elaboration (Schunk, et al., 2008). This orientation is also 

described as a learning-goal orientation, incremental theory, having task-involvement 

goals or task-focused goals, and adopting a growth mindset (Schunk, et al., 2008).  

Students who adopt a performance-goal orientation, in contrast, place emphasis 

on the outcome, the performance, or successful completion of a specific task or goal in 

relation to others. Such an orientation is also known as entity theory, having ego-

involvement goals or ability-focused goals, and a fixed mindset (Schunk, et al., 2008).  

Students who endorse a performance-goal orientation tend to utilize short-term and 

surface level strategies such as rote memorization. 

Several researchers have proposed that each of these orientation definitions may 

be divided into approach and avoidance valences (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 

Pintrich, 2000). This 2 x 2 framework (table 1) comprises two goal orientation 

definitions—mastery-goal orientation and performance-goal orientation—and two 

orientation valences—approach and avoidance, in which students attempt to avoid not 

mastering a goal (mastery-avoidance goal orientation) or in which they attempt to avoid 

appearing as being incompetent in comparison to others (performance-avoidance goal 

orientation), thereby formulating the 2 x 2 framework (Schunk et al., 2008): 
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Table 1 The 2 x 2 Framework of Achievement Goal Orientation 

 Approach Valence Avoidance Valence 

Mastery-Goal Definition Focus on learning Focus on avoiding 
misunderstanding 

Performance-Goal 
Definition 

Focus on out-performing 
others or previous 
performance 

Focus on avoiding the 
appearance of 
incompetence, avoiding 
negative judgments 
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While the general ideas of mastery-approach, performance-approach, and 

performance-avoidance are lucid, mastery-avoidance can be conceptually problematic. 

Elliot (1999) provides an example: Not wanting to experience diminished performance, 

high performing athletes who are on the sunset of their careers begin to adopt a mastery-

avoidance focus and avoid tasks they believe that they might not to be able to complete as 

successfully as they once did. This example, however, is problematic in that it asserts that 

those who adopt a mastery-avoidance orientation exhibit a tendency to avoid a task. 

Those who adopt a mastery-avoidance orientation may instead be motivated to engage in 

a task so as to avoid not mastering it or to avoid experiencing a decrease in competence. 

A better example may be the professional who enrolls in continuing education courses to 

comply with licensure guidelines or with the intent to “stay on top of his or her game.” 

Other researchers have further subdivided the performance goal component of the 2 x 2 

framework. Urdan and Mestas (2006) have proposed subcategories including appearance-

approach, appearance-avoidance, competition-approach, and competition-avoidance. 

Elliot and colleagues (2011) have also proposed 3 x 2 model of achievement goal 

orientation that includes six goal constructs: task-approach, task-avoidance, self-

approach, self-avoidance, other-approach, and other-avoidance. 

Research exploring the effect of goal orientations on performance has resulted in 

mixed findings. Senko and Harackiewicz (2005) found positive outcomes for both 

mastery-goal orientation and performance-goal orientation in which the former predicted 

high interest in high school courses and the latter predicted success on exams. Linnebrink 

(2005) reported positive effects for mastery-goal orientation for eleven of twelve 

outcomes including achievement and negative effects for performance-approach goal 
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orientation for achievement and test anxiety. Several researchers have reported negative 

effects for adoption of performance-avoidance orientation, including negative affective 

and academic outcomes (Luo, W., Paris, S., Hogan, D., & Luo, Z., 2011). Akin (2012) 

found that mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance goal 

orientations positively predicted negative attitudes toward mathematics; that adoption of 

mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance orientations predicted positive attitudes toward 

math; and that performance-approach and performance-avoidance goal orientations 

negatively predicted positive attitudes. 

Clinkenbeard (2012) noted that there is a long history of research regarding 

theories of motivation and their relationship to high-achieving learners. The research on 

high-achieving students who attend community colleges, however, is minimal 

(Bulakowski & Townsend, 1995; Byrne, 1998; ERIC, 1984; Outcalt, 1999; Skau, 1989), 

especially within the theoretical framework of achievement motivation, and more 

specifically, utilizing achievement goal orientation theory. The purpose of this study is to 

determine the degree to which achievement goal orientation—mastery-approach, 

mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, or performance-avoidance (Schunk, Pintrich, 

& Meece, 2008) influences high-achieving students’ decision to participate in a post-

secondary honors program. It was anticipated that high-achieving students who adopted a 

mastery-approach goal orientation would be more likely to participate in the honors 

program than their counterparts who adopted a performance-approach goal orientation. 

The data collected for the two present studies did not include variables indicative 

of G/T identification. Appendix A presents characteristics common but not exclusive to 

high-achievers and G/T learners. The differences outlined may be applicable to 
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differences in achievement goal orientation among the populations to be examined in the 

present studies, with characteristics of G/T learners aligning more with mastery-approach 

and mastery-avoidance goal orientations and characteristics common to high-achieving 

students aligning more closely with those who adopt a performance-approach or 

performance-avoidance achievement goal orientation. 

Summary 

A review of the scholarly literature on post-secondary honors programs provides 

findings that participation in such undergraduate learning environments correlates with 

demonstrable positive outcomes, such as retention and time to graduation, yet few studies 

determined that these outcomes are the result of participating in a post-secondary honors 

program. Additionally, the BFLPE predicts that high-achievers who enroll in a selective 

educational program, such as a post-secondary honors program, will earn a lower GPA as 

a result of participating in such programs. To address the lack of empirical studies within 

this context, the first study proposes to determine the magnitude of effect for participating 

in a post-secondary honors program on positive or negative academic outcomes. 

Likewise, research on the psychological constructs that influence high-achievers’ 

decisions to participate in post-secondary honors programs is limited. Rinn (2007) 

reported that honors students scored higher on measures of academic self-concept than 

non-honors high achievers, but the construct was not explored in relation to their decision 

to participate in post-secondary honors. Moon (2012) found that academic self-efficacy 

played a significant role in high-achieving students’ decision to participate in a post-

secondary honors program, but few other constructs have been hypothesized as factors in 

the likelihood of participating in an honors program. To provide additional relevant 
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scholarship in this area, the second study seeks to explore the relationship between the 

adoption of students’ achievement goal orientation and their likelihood to participate in 

post-secondary honors.  
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Chapter 3: 

Research Methods 

Research Design: Study 1 

The first study, an observational study, used archival data collected from three 

cohorts over a three-year period. In the present study, the propensity score was calculated 

using observable characteristics that included SAT, HSPR, gender, and ethnicity on the 

dichotomous variable of group (non-honors=0, honors=1). The resulting propensity score 

was then used as the covariate. Because the groups may differ on a variety of 

characteristics, a QED demonstrated that the treatment and comparison groups were 

equivalent on observable characteristics (What Works Clearinghouse, 2011) to support 

external validity.  

Data collection 

The first study uses archival data. Data were collected on three matriculating 

cohorts and included gender, ethnicity, age, SAT scores, HSPR, and cumulative GPA for 

each spring semester in which students were enrolled. In the first study, first-year 

cumulative GPA was collected for three cohorts: 2009, 2010, and 2011. For the three 

cohorts, first-year cumulative GPA was collected at the end of the spring semester. Data 

are screened and cleaned to remove students with no HSPR, SAT, or GPA reported. All 

part-time cases were removed. Analysis for outliers on measures of the observable 

variables SAT total score and HSPR were removed. 

Propensity score matching (PSM) was used as a method for better estimation of 

treatment effect on the criterion variable of cumulative grade point average between the 

groups (0 = non-honors, 1 = honors). PSM is a statistical method used to control 
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confounders in observational studies and quasi-experimental designs, making it a suitable 

alternative to regression adjustment (Stuart, 2010). The general theory underlying PSM is 

that by matching cases from two non-randomized groups on a single estimated propensity 

score, the researcher can achieve balance on observed characteristics, or covariates, that 

would otherwise act as confounders. The propensity score is defined as the probability of 

receiving treatment based on measured covariates (Thoemmes & Kim, 2011): 

e(x) = P(Z=1 | X), where e(x) is the propensity score, P is the probability, Z=1 indicates 

receipt of treatment with values 0 for control or comparison group (i.e., non-honors) and 

1 for treatment group (i.e., honors), and X is the observable characteristics or covariates 

(in this study, SAT scores, HSPR, gender, ethnicity, and age). That is to say, the 

propensity score refers to the likelihood that a participant will matriculate into the 

treatment group based on the observable covariates, e.g. previous performance on a 

continuous measure or measures and demographic characteristics. 

 Pre-treatment covariates were selected that are considered relevant based on 

theoretical frameworks, previous research findings, and conventional criteria for 

admission to honors. This was a critical step as the integrity of the analysis was 

dependent on its utility in inferring a relationship between participating in honors and 

students’ GPA based on the researcher’s selection of appropriate covariates (Thoemmes 

& Kim, 2011). Demographic covariates, such as gender, ethnicity, and age are 

appropriate, yet not sufficient (Shadish, Clark, & Steiner, 2008). The inclusion of a 

measure of high school academic performance and standardized test scores provide 

additional metrics on which match students on similar variables (Keller & Lacy, 2013; 

Shushok, 2006; and Slavin, et al., 2008; Tam & Sukatme, 2003, 2004). The researcher 



POST-SECONDARY HONORS PROGRAMS  

 

30 

used five observable covariates on which propensity matching was based: gender, 

ethnicity, age, high school percentile rank (HSPR), and SAT total score. 

Having selected the appropriate covariates, logistic regression was used to 

estimate the propensity scores because the dichotomous assignment to either the honors 

or non-honors group served as the outcome variable and the selected covariates were the 

predictors. 

ANCOVAs were conducted to estimate the average treatment effect on the treated 

(ATET) in the cohort. For the present study, because a) the continuous covariates SAT 

and HSPR and the categorical covariates gender and ethnicity will be balanced as a result 

of the propensity calculation procedure, b) the nature of the data collection is archival, 

and c) this is a quasi-experimental design, the appropriate statistical tests were one-way 

ANCOVAs (Stangor, 2010) with one between-case factor (i.e., group = honors, non-

honors). 

Participants 

Archival data were collected from the University of Houston, a large university in 

the southern United States, for three matriculating cohorts 2009, 2010, 2011 of first-time-

in-college (FTIC), full time students. The office of institutional research included data on 

gender, ethnicity, age, group (honors, non-honors), HSPR, high school quartile, SAT 

(math, verbal, total), term GPA for each semester enrolled, and cumulative GPA for each 

spring semester enrolled. 

 The Honors College at the University of Houston offers smaller class sizes 

(honors courses), accessible faculty/staff, priority registration, reserved facilities and 

housing, study abroad and research opportunities. Criteria for admission to the college 
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include: admission to the university, academic record (high school or college), 

extracurricular activities, test scores, and an essay. The Honors College evaluates each 

applicant on an individual basis, therefore, there is no selection index or cut score on 

which the selection committee bases its decision to admit. The Honors College reports 

that their average students have graduated in the top 10 percent of their high school and 

achieved an SAT score of 1300 or above (University of Houston, 2014). 

 First-Time-In-College (FTIC) students complete 36 hours of honors coursework, 

including core courses, major and minor courses, and electives. Students who 

successfully complete these courses graduate with the University Honors distinction. 

Honors College students who choose to complete a senior honors thesis graduate with the 

additional distinction of Honors in the Major. To satisfy honors and core requirements 

simultaneously, all FTIC honors students complete the following courses: The Human 

Situation – Antiquity, The Human Situation – Modernity, Honors American History, 

Honors American Government, and Honors Social Science. 

The 2009 cohort (N = 3,104) had a mean age of 18.07 (SD = .77). The mean of 

the SAT total score was 1080.45 (SD = 147.29) and a mean HSPR of 75.37 (SD = 18.97). 

Propensity scores were generated for 2,639 cases, 465 cases were missing values on the 

covariate and were excluded. For the 2,639 cases, the propensity score ranged form .0000 

to .9716 with a mean of .0860 (SD = .1695). Results of the logistic regression analysis 

indicated that the propensity score four-factor model provided a statistically significant 

improvement over the constant-only model, 𝜒2 (9, N = 2,639) = 642.19, p < .001. The 

Nagelkerke pseudo R2 indicated that the model accounted for 48.7% of the total variance. 
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These findings suggested that the four-factor model led to a relatively good prediction of 

participation in the honors college for this sample. 

The 2010 cohort (N = 3,454) had a mean age of 18.08 (SD = .87), a mean SAT 

total score of 1089.98 (SD = 175.75), and a mean HSPR of 74.69 (SD = 20.04). 

Propensity scores were calculated for 2,881 cases, 573 cases were missing values on the 

covariate and were excluded. For the 2,881 cases, the propensity score ranged form .0000 

to .9716 with a mean of .0860 (SD = .1695). The findings from the logistic regression 

performed on the propensity calculation process indicated that the model resulted in a 

statistically significant improvement over the constant-only model, 𝜒2 (4, N = 2,881) = 

759.58, p < .001. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 indicated that the model accounted for 

46.6% of the total variance. These findings suggested that the four-factor model led to a 

relatively good prediction of participation in honors for the 2010 cohort.  

The 2011 cohort (N = 3,559) had a mean age of 18.06 (SD = .92), SAT M = 

1114.87 (SD = 138.53), and HSPR M = 76.91 (SD = 19.01.67). Propensity scores were 

calculated for 3,012 cases, with 547 cases excluded because of missing values. For the 

3,012 cases, the propensity score ranged form .0000 to .9917 with a mean of .0993 (SD = 

.1832). Results of the logistic regression analysis for propensity scoring indicated that the 

model provided a statistically significant improvement over the constant-only model, 𝜒2 

(4, N = 3,012) = 801.73, p < .001. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 indicated that the model 

accounted for 49.1% of the total variance. These findings implied that the four-factor 

model led to a relatively good prediction of participation in the Honors College. 
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Table 2 Total FTIC Full-Time Cohort Descriptive Data 

Cohort N SAT HSPR Year-1 CGPA Honors 

2009 3104 1080.45(147.29) 75.37 (18.94) 2.62 (.92) 279 (9.0%) 
2010 3454 1089.98 (143.49) 74.69 (20.01) 2.68 (.93) 365 (10.6%) 
2011 3559 1114.87 (138.53) 76.91, (19.55) 2.76 (.90) 350 (9.8%) 

Note: Standard deviations for SAT, HSPR, and Year-1 cumulative GPA, and 
Honors percentage are in parentheses. 
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Table 3 Descriptive Statistics for the Three Cohorts after Propensity Score 
Calculation 

 

Cohort N Age SAT HSPR PS 

2009 2639 18.02 (SD = .62) 1079.19 (SD = 146.54) 75.37 (SD = 18.95) .0860 (SD = .1696) 

2010 2881 18.04 (SD = .63) 1087.83 (SD = 145.15) 75.05 (SD = 19.92) .1086 (SD = .1861) 

2011 3012 18.00 (SD = .47) 1113.55 (SD = 139.46) 77.17 (SD = 18.87) .0993 (SD = .1832) 

Note: PS = Propensity Score. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 
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Table 4 2009 FTIC Full-Time Cohort 

Category 
Frequency 
(N =2,639) Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Gender    

Female 1325 50.2 50.2 

Male 1314 49.8 100.0 

Ethnicity    

White 664 25.2 25.2 

African American  449 17.0 42.2 

Hispanic 680 25.8 67.9 

Asian 775 29.4 97.3 

Native American 3 0.1 97.4 

International 42 1.6 99.0 

Not Reported 26 1.0 100.0 

Group    

Honors 227 8.6 8.6 

Non-honors 2412 91.4 100.0 

Note: Table includes values for only cases for which propensity scores were 
generated (N = 2,639) 
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Table 5 2010 FTIC Full-Time Cohort 

Category 
Frequency 
(N = 2,881) Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Gender    

Female 1375 47.7 47.7 

Male 1506 52.3 100.0 

Ethnicity    

White 689 23.9 23.9 

African American 471 16.3 40.3 

Hispanic 803 27.9 68.1 

Asian 777 27.0 95.01 

Native American 11 0.4 95.5 

International 37 1.3 96.8 

Not Reported 6 0.2 97.0 

Pacific Islander 7 0.2 97.2 

Multiracial 80 2.8 100.0 

Group    

Honors 313 10.9 10.9 

Non-honors 2568 89.1 100.0 

Note: Table includes values for only cases for which propensity scores were 
generated (N = 2,639) 
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Table 6 2011 FTIC Full-Time Cohort 

Category 
Frequency 
(N =3,012) Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Gender    

Female 1472 48.9 48.9 

Male 1540 51.1 100.0 

Ethnicity    

White 723 24.0 24.0 

African American  386 12.8 36.8 

Hispanic 897 29.8 66.6 

Asian 838 27.8 94.4 

Native American 6 0.2 94.6 

International 24 0.8 95.4 

Unknown 17 0.6 96.0 

Hawaiian/ Pacific 
Islander 13 0.6 96.4 

Multiracial 108 3.6 100.0 

Group    

Honors 299 9.9 9.9 

Non-honors 2713 90.1 100.0 

Note: Table includes values for only cases for which propensity scores were 
generated (N = 3,012) 
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Data Analysis 

Following the propensity score calculation process, a one-way ANCOVA was 

used to compare group variance in GPA and magnitude of effect for the treatment group 

(honors) on first-year cumulative for each cohort. A propensity score was calculated 

using gender, ethnicity, SAT total score, and high school percentile ranking (HSPR).  

Research Design: Study 2 

For the second study, a logistic regression was used to determine the extent to 

which achievement goal orientation predicts high-achieving students’ decision to 

participate in an honors program at San Jacinto College, a community college. The 

dependent variable is participation in or opting out of the honors program. The set of 

independent variables includes scores on measures of four types of achievement goal 

orientation: mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and 

performance-avoidance. Data were collected for 400 cases, meeting the sample 

requirements suggested by Pedhazur (1997) to use at least 30 times as many cases as 

parameters tested (4). Additionally, in logistic regression homogeneity of variance and 

normality of errors is not assumed (Meyers, Gamst, & Guarino, 2006), which is suitable 

to the lack of balance between the groups. 

Participants 

The researcher collected data on students attending San Jacinto College, whose 

campuses are housed in east and southeast Houston, Texas regions. Mean age for the 

sample was 29.27 (SD = 11.01) and mean cumulative GPA was 3.55 (SD = .29). At the 

time of data collection, the honors program at this institution admitted students on the 
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basis of several criteria. Continuing students must have completed at least 12 semester 

hours of college credit course work and earned a cumulative grade point average of 3.25. 

First-Time-In-College (FTIC) students could be admitted having a 3.25 high school GPA, 

a score of 26 on the ACT, or a score of 1150 on the SAT. Since the institution did not 

have requirements for admission for non-honors students, and therefore a comparison 

group could not be identified, the decision was made to target only students who met the 

criteria for eligibility in the honors program. The institutional research office of the 

college identified approximately 1600 students, college-wide, who met these criteria in 

both the comparison and treatment groups.  

Honors students at this community college are required to take at least one honors 

course for each semester they are enrolled. Honors courses are capped at 18 students. Up 

to six non-honors students may enroll in an honors course. Each of the three campuses 

houses an honors room that serves as a computer lab, lounge, and study area restricted to 

honors students only. Merit-based scholarships are available to honors students who meet 

specific academic criteria. 
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Table 7 Sample of Students Surveyed at San Jacinto College 

Category 
Frequency 
(N =398) Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Gender    

Female 293 73.6 73.6 

Male 105 26.4 100.0 

Ethnicity    

White 159 39.9 39.9 

Hispanic 116 29.1 69.1 

African American 23 5.8 74.9 

Asian 37 9.3 84.2 

Native 
American/Alaskan 7 1.8 85.9 

International 19 4.8 90.7 

Not Reported 37 9.3 100.0 

Group    

Honors 120 30.2 30.2 

Non-honors 278 100.0 100.0 
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Instrumentation 

Achievement goal orientation was measured utilizing the Achievement Goal 

Questionnaire – Revised or AGQ-R (Elliott & Murayama, 2008). The AGQ-R is a 12-

item survey, each item consisting of a five-point summative response scale. The 

structural validity of Elliott and Murayama’s (2008) revised instrument stands up to 

rigorous scrutiny. They found the four-factor structure to be a better fit to the data than 

other three- and two-factor structures, with each of the four factors exhibiting a high-

degree of internal consistency and reliability (Cronbach’s alphas: mastery-approach, .84; 

mastery-avoidance, .88; performance-approach, .92; and performance-avoidance, .94). 

Their SEM analyses of the predictive utility of the instrument were also strongly 

supportive, with performance-approach significantly and positively predicting exam 

performance (.36) and performance avoidance goals significantly and negatively 

predicting exam performance (-.33). In addition, their results show mastery-approach 

goals emerging from the “need for achievement” antecedent and performance-avoidance 

goals emerging from the “fear of failure” antecedent. 

Changes were made to the following items to diminish ambiguity (table 6). For 

item 1, the word “completely” was removed, based on the assumption that one either 

masters a task or does not; there are no gradations of mastery. Item 4 was revised to 

“relative” rather than “in comparison” for readability’s sake. Item 5 was revised to “My 

aim is to avoid falling behind in learning the material.” Item 9 was revised to “My goal is 

to avoid not mastering the subject matter.” 
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Table 8 Items Modified in the AGQ-R 

Original item Modified item 
1. My aim is to completely master the 
material presented in this class. 

1. My aim is to master the material 
presented in this class. 

4. My aim is to perform well in 
comparison to other students. 

4. My aim is to perform well relative to 
other students. 

5. My aim is to avoid learning less than 
I possibly could. 

5. My aim is to avoid falling behind in 
learning the material. 

9. My goal is to avoid learning less than 
it is possible to learn. 

9. My goal is to avoid not mastering the 
subject matter. 
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These revisions resulted in similar degrees of internal consistency and reliability 

on all but the mastery-avoidance subscale (Cronbach’s alphas: mastery-approach, .88; 

mastery-avoidance, .71; performance-approach, .91; Performance-avoidance, .90). In 

addition, students were asked to choose one of their courses and respond to the items 

based on that particular course. 

Research Procedures 

Because the dependent variable was categorical (0 for non-honors and 1 for 

honors) logistic regression statistical analysis was conducted. Four independent variables 

were examined. The four independent variables were derived from the Achievement Goal 

Questionnaire – Revised or AGQ-R (Elliott & Murayama, 2008), the 12-item goal 

orientation instrument was reduced to four subscales: mastery-approach, mastery-

avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance. All items were scored on 

a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). E-mail 

invitations to participate in the study were sent to 1600 students who had successfully 

completed at least 12 hours of college-level courses and had earned a cumulative grade 

point average of at least 3.25. In the present study, the response rate (RR) was 25.91% (N 

= 400). In a meta-analysis of academic surveys Baruch (1999, 2008) found an average 

RR of 55.6% (SD = 19.7) and 52.7% (SD = 20.4) with lower extremes ranging from 10-

15%. Nulty (2008) and Watt et al. (2002), however, note that online surveys garner a 

much lower RR, usually around 33%. This is an important observation, as non-

respondents may account for more variance in the construct of achievement goal 

orientation. 
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Data analysis 

Logistic regression was used to determine the predictive accuracy of achievement 

goal orientation on participation in a post-secondary honors program. Four predictor 

variables included scores on mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-

approach, and performance-avoidance achievement goal orientations and their accuracy 

in predicting the likelihood on the dichotomous criterion of participating or not 

participating in a post-secondary honors program. 

Summary 

Following propensity score matching on a sub-sample of high-achieving students 

and a public, comprehensive four-year research institution, one-way ANOVAs were 

conducted to determine the magnitude of effect between participating in a post-secondary 

honor program and academic achievement. In a separate study, logistic regression 

analysis was conducted to measure the predictive accuracy of achievement goal 

orientation adopted by high-achieving students on participating in a community college 

honors program. 
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Chapter 4: 

Results 

Results of study 1 

 The purpose of the first study in the present paper was to determine the estimated 

average treatment effect for participation in a post-secondary honors program on 

academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA. A one-way between subjects 

ANCOVA compared the mean first-year cumulative GPA using the propensity score as 

the covariate for a matched sample of high-achieving students at the University of 

Houston between those who participated in the university’s Honors College and those 

who did not across three cohorts.  

A one-way between-subjects covariance design was used to assess the effect of 

participation in a post-secondary honors program. Students from three successive cohorts 

who either matriculated into the honors college or the typical curriculum were compared 

on a measure of academic achievement. The dependent variable was the cumulative GPA 

at the end of the respective spring semester. To statistically control for the degree to 

which individual characteristics and previous academic performance might affect 

cumulative GPA, propensity scores were generated for the likelihood of participation in 

either the honors or non-honors groups on the variables of gender, ethnicity, SAT total 

score, and high school percentile ranking. The propensity score was then used as a 

covariate in the analysis. 

 For the comparison of the 2009 cohort (N = 2,620; 19 cases were exclude because 

of missing values on the dependent variable) on first-year cumulative GPA (spring 2010), 

the interaction between the covariate (propensity score) and the independent variable 
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(group) was significant, F(1, 2616) = 28.68, p < .001. In the comparison of first-year 

cumulative GPA of the 2010 cohort (N = 2,868, 13 case were excluded), the interaction 

between the covariate (propensity score) and the independent variable (group) was 

significant, F(1, 2864) = 15.32, p < .001. The ANCOVA conducted on the cumulative 

GPA reported in the spring of 2012 between the honors and non-honors 2011 cohort (N = 

2,998, 14 cases were excluded for missing the dependent variable) revealed a significant 

interaction between the covariate (propensity score) and the independent variable 

(group), F(1, 2994) = 12.95, p < .001. 

In conducting each of these ANCOVA, there were significant interactions 

between the covariate and the factors (independent variables) resulting in a violation of 

homogeneity of regression of slopes. Appropriate use of ANCOVA is predicated on the 

assumption that the covariate is independent of the experimental treatments (Keppel & 

Wickens, 2004).  Some researchers have argued that the use of ANCOVA in quasi-

experimental designs remains a controversial issue (Huitema, 2011; Pedhazur, 1997; 

Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 

The intervention (honors) did not affect all participants equally. The effect of the 

fixed factor (i.e., IV = group) differed depending on the value of the covariate. Therefore, 

the results of performing an ANCOVA and reporting adjusted means could have been 

misleading because they did not convey this important information. When the regression 

slopes are homogeneous, the adjusted means are appropriate descriptive measures 

because the treatment effects are constant across all levels of the covariate (Huitema, 

2011). Put simply, this means that the average treatment difference cannot be interpreted 

as a constant with respect to the covariate. Therefore, the effect may be greater for larger 
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covariate values and lesser for smaller covariate values, or the converse. When the 

difference is small and group sizes are equal, Keppel (1991) and others argued that this 

type of heterogeneity is usually not a significant problem and the ANCOVA remains 

robust. In the present study, the difference is significant and the group sizes are not equal. 

In the present circumstance, since a true treatment-covariate interaction existed, the next 

step was to determine: 1) What is the region of insignificance for group differences when 

the treatment effect differs depending on the level of the covariate? and, 2) For what 

values of the covariate do the groups differ significantly with regard to the dependent 

variable? This procedure is referred to as the Johnson-Neyman (J-N) technique (Johnson 

& Neyman, 1936), in which treatment effects are estimated as a function of the covariate 

score. Pothoff (1964) and Rogosa (1977) developed further modifications to the Johnson-

Neyman procedure. 

 D’Alonzo (2004) and Huitema (2014) advocated the J-N technique in situations 

such as the present study. The J-N technique may be employed if two or more covariates 

are involved. In the present study, there is only one covariate, but it is derived from four 

values, two categorical (gender, ethnicity) and two continuous (SAT, HSPR). If the IV 

consists of three or more groups, Huitema (2014) suggested substituting the Bonferroni 

F-statistic in place of the conventional F-statistic. In the present study, the IV consists of 

only two groups, honors and non-honors, so the Bonferroni correction would not be 

appropriate. For these reasons, the researcher continued with the analysis using the J-N 

procedure. 

The limits of the region of nonsignificance on X are calculated by using 
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where 

𝐹(!,!,!!!) is the critical value of the F statistic for the desired level of α and 1 and N – 4 

degrees of freedom (where N is the total number of cases; i.e., 𝑛! +   𝑛!); 

SSresi is the individual residual sum of squares; 

𝑋! and 𝑋! are covariate means for groups 0 and 1, respectively; 

Σ𝑥!! and Σ𝑥!! are covariate sums of squares for groups 0 and 1, respectively; 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !  is the regression of the intercept for group 0; 
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𝑏!
!"#$%  !  is the regression of the intercept for group 1; 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !  is the regression of the slope for group 0; and 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !  is the regression of the slope for group 1. 

The J-N calculator (Oshima, 2014) was used to compute the regions of nonsignificance 

for each cohort. 

For the 2009 (N = 2,620) cohort, the region of nonsignificance is 0.2492 and 

0.7331 using an α = .05. Therefore, for students having a propensity score below .2492, 

participation in the honors program is effective, but for individuals who have a propensity 

score above .7331, the intervention appears to have had no effect. For individuals whose 

propensity scores were between .2492 and .7331, there is insufficient evidence to 

conclude that participation in honors program had any effect. For the 2010 (N = 2,868) 

cohort, the region of nonsignificance is 0.0424 and 0.7635 using an α = .05. Therefore, 

for students having a propensity score below .0424, participation in the honors program is 

effective, but for individuals who have a propensity score above .7635, the intervention 

appears to have had no effect. For individuals whose propensity scores were between 

.0424 and .7635, there is insufficient evidence to conclude that participation in honors 

program had any effect. For the 2011 (N = 2,998) cohort, the region of nonsignificance 

was 0.4314 and 0.5299 using an α = .05. Therefore, for students having a propensity 

score below .4314, participation in the honors program is effective, but for individuals 

who have a propensity score above .5299, the intervention appears to have had no effect. 
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For individuals whose propensity scores were between .4314 and .5299, there is 

insufficient evidence to conclude that participation in honors program had any effect. 
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Table 9 Summary Statistics and Critical Value of F for the 2009 Cohort  
Group 0 (non-honors) Group 1 (honors) 

𝑛! =   2396 𝑛! = 224 

𝑋! = 2.58 𝑋! = 3.15 

Σ𝑥!! = 0.92 Σ𝑥!! = 0.63 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !    = 2.47 𝑏!

!"#$%  ! = 2.92 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !  = 1.99 𝑏!

!"#$%  !  = 0.59 

Critical F(.05, 2, 2616) = 3.00 

Note: Regression lines intersect at X = .3071. The values for A, B, C and the 
limits on the region are 𝑋! = 3.15, A = 1.91, B = -0.46, C = -0.35,  𝑋!! = -0.2492, 
and 𝑋!!  = 0.7331. 
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Table 10 Summary Statistics and Critical Value of F for the 2010 Cohort 
Group 0 (non-honors) Group 1 (honors) 

𝑛! =   2558 𝑛! = 310 

𝑋! = 2.65 𝑋! = 3.21 

Σ𝑥!! = 0.93 Σ𝑥!! = 0.07 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !    = 2.53 𝑏!

!"#$%  ! = 2.96 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !  = 1.65 𝑏!

!"#$%  !  = 0.62 

Critical F(.05, 2, 2864) = 3.00 
Note: Regression lines intersect at X = .4175. The values for A, B, C and the 
limits on the region are 𝑋! = 3.15, A = 1.04, B = -0.37, C = -0.03,  𝑋!! = -0.0424, 
and 𝑋!!  = 0.7635. 
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Table 11 Summary Statistics and Critical Value of F for the 2011 Cohort 
Group 0 (non-honors) Group 1 (honors) 

𝑛! =   2700 𝑛! = 298 

𝑋! = 2.73 𝑋! = 3.27 

Σ𝑥!! = 0.90 Σ𝑥!! = 0.58 

𝑏!
!"#$%  !    = 2.64 𝑏!

!"#$%  ! = 3.03 

𝑏!
!"#!!  !  = 1.35 𝑏!

!"#$%  !  = 0.54 

Critical F(.05, 2, 2994) = 3.00 

Note: Regression lines intersect at X = .4815. The values for A, B, C and the 
limits on the region are 𝑋! = 3.15, A = 0.66, B = -0.32, C = 0.15,  𝑋!! = -0.4314, 
and 𝑋!!  = 0.5299. 
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Results of study 2 

The purpose of the second study was to predict matriculation into a post-

secondary honors program (0 = No, 1 = Yes) at a public community college using the 2 x 

2 model of achievement goal orientation. Because the criterion variable was dichotomous 

(enrolling in honors or not), a binary logistic regression was used to model high-

achieving students’ decision to matriculate into honors. There were four predictor 

variables representing adopted achievement goal orientation scored on a 1 to 5 summated 

rating scale (mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, performance-

avoidance), with higher scores indicating higher levels of the orientation. Results of the 

logistic regression analysis indicated that the four-predictor model did not provide a 

statistically significant improvement over the constant-only model, 𝜒2 (4, N = 398) = 

3.66, p > .05. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 indicated that the model accounted for only 

1.3% of the total variance. These findings suggest that the set of predictors do not 

discriminate between students matriculating into honors and those who do not. Prediction 

success for the development of the model was low, with an overall prediction success rate 

of 69.8%, similar to the constant-only model. Table 12 presents the regression 

coefficients (B), the Wald statistics, significance level, odds ratio [Exp (B)] and the 95% 

confidence intervals (CI) for odds ratios (OR) for each predictor. The Wald test reports 

that none of the predictors are statistically significant predictors of matriculating into 

post-secondary honors. 
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Table 12 Logistic Regression Results for Predicting Matriculation into a Post-Secondary Honors 
Program Using the Achievement Goal Questionnaire-Revised 

 
95% CI  

for Exp (B) 

Step 
Variable 
Entered B Wald Significance Exp (B) Lower Upper 

1 Mast_App -.145   .410 .522   .865 .555 1.348 

 Mast_Av   .289 2.359 .125 1.335 .923 1.929 

 Perf_App -.109   .281 .596   .897 .600   .670 

 Perf_Av -.012   .003 .953   .988 .670 1.459 

 Constant -.902 1.300 .254   .406   

Note: Variables entered on step 1: mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-
approach, and performance-avoidance. 
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Chapter 5: 

Discussion 

Discussion: Study 1 

 The first study sought to determine the level of effect for participation in honors 

on academic achievement. The findings suggest that, for the present sample, BFLPE 

(March, 1995) is not supported, challenging the notion of a penalty associated with 

participation in a post-secondary honors program with regard to academic outcomes. 

Cumulative GPA was used as the metric for academic outcomes in this study. 

 BFLPE holds that when high-achievers matriculate into a selective program, on 

average their scores on measures of academic self-concept decreases, resulting in 

diminished academic performance when compared to similar ability students who do not 

matriculate into an honors experience. The present study neither supports nor refutes the 

predictive accuracy of the BFLPE on academic achievement. The results do not provide 

enough information to determine if students who matriculate into the honors program 

experience a penalty with regard to academic achievement as a result of their 

participation in the program. The significance of the interaction between the covariate 

(PS) and the independent variable (group) precluded analysis of the influence of group 

status on the measure of academic achievement, i.e., cumulative GPA. To the extent to 

which the variables (gender, ethnicity, SAT, and HSPR) on which the propensity score 

was calculated significantly influence academic achievement, attention should be paid 

and further research could be directed at what specific modules of honors education have 

the most influence on the academic performance of students at the lower end of the 

spectrum of the characteristics represented by the propensity score used here. 
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Although Seaton, Marsh, and Craven (2009) reported findings supporting the 

universality of the BFLPE, the present study did not yield enough evidence to support the 

theorized effect. The findings do, however, offer a positive outcome associated with 

participation in honors programs along with better retention and graduation rates (Slavin 

et al., 2000) as compared to participation in traditional curricula. The difference in 

cumulative GPA especially for students at the lower end of the propensity score 

continuum provided evidence to conclude that such programs are beneficial to a sub-set 

of high-achieving students. 

Limitations of Study 1 

The first study is limited in several ways; first, by the use of archival data. The 

sample was not surveyed regarding psychological constructs of motivation including 

Grit, academic self-concept, self-efficacy, or achievement goal orientation, all of which 

have been found to influence academic achievement (Elliot, 2005; Duckworth, 2006; 

Moon, 2012; Wouters, et al., 2011). Additionally, cases were matched on propensity 

scores derived from observable characteristics that included SAT, HSPR, gender, and 

ethnicity. Characteristics such as socioeconomic status and parents’ level of education 

were not included, both of which may affect academic achievement. Moreover, academic 

goals and choice of major were not included. 

Although this study was not, by definition, a longitudinal design, it was 

susceptible to threats of bias and confounders associated with longitudinal study designs, 

such as meeting the criteria of selective sampling (Baltes, 1968), survival/attrition (Jarvik 

& Falek, 1963), and selective drop-out/experimental mortality (Campbell, Stanley, & 

Gage, 1963). These threats, however, were minimized the propensity matching method. 
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Despite the advantages of using propensity scores, there remains the issue of 

fidelity to treatment. Both the honors and the non-honors groups were enrolled in a 

variety of courses and exposed to a variety of educational tasks and learning strategies. 

Further, the professional experience and level of expertise possessed by the faculty who 

taught these students varied widely. Lack of control over these aspects threatens the 

validity of the findings.  

Future research 

 Future research examining the effect of participating in a postsecondary honors 

program would benefit by including several variables, including measures of Grit, 

academic self-concept, self-efficacy, achievement goal orientation, parental involvement 

in previous education, socioeconomic status, and parents’ level education. Although true 

experimental design, which incorporates random selection and assignment of 

participants, is unlikely in a field study, it may be possible to identify an institution where 

all honors students and non-honors students undertake a similar curriculum for better 

control of confounders related to varied curricula and instruction. 

 The results from the present study suggest that no penalty exists for participation 

in a post-secondary honors program. Rather, the findings provide evidence that high-

achieving students who chose to forgo participation in a post-secondary honors program 

experienced a significantly lower first-year cumulative GPA compared to their honors 

counterparts. Given the number of high-achieving students who attend large public 

universities, it would be important to explore the effect of honor/and non-honors on 

course success, course completion, retention, and time to graduation. Additionally, future 

research could examine the interaction between gender, ethnicity, and group (honors and 
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non-honors) on academic achievement, among other academic outcomes. Given the 

differences between the two groups on the characteristics of gender and ethnicity, it 

would be beneficial to understand the relationship between gender, ethnicity and their 

influence on decisions to participate and thrive in a post-secondary honors program. 

 In addition to gender and ethnicity, programmatic characteristics such as 

scholarships, criteria to remain in honors, living-learning communities, peer effects, 

teacher experience, teachers’ perceptions and expectations of honors students, class-size, 

and designated honors facilities should be taken into consideration as variables that could 

potentially influence the effect size for participation in honors. The prospective 

ramifications of such research could be instrumental in the student success of high-

achieving students who are at risk of stopping out or dropping out altogether. Universities 

are being held more accountable of creating an environment and providing resources not 

only to recruit the best and the brightest, but also to optimize their likelihood of 

graduating. Because students are high-achieving does not mean they are necessarily 

equipped to handle successfully the transition from high school to college. 

Discussion: Study 2 

 The second study was conducted to determine the extent to which components of 

the 2 x 2 model of achievement goal orientation predicts participation in a community 

college honors program. The findings for this sample of high-achieving students 

suggested that achievement goal orientation did not bear predictive accuracy in 

determining who is more likely to participate in honors for this sample.  

Multiple goal adoption (Harackiewicz, et al., 1998) may account for this lack of 

predictive accuracy for achievement goal orientation. Students in both groups, honors and 
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non-honors, scored no significant difference on the for constructs of mastery-approach, 

mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, performance-avoidance, negating the 

researcher’s hypothesis that students who scored higher on levels of mastery-approach 

orientation would be more likely to participate in honors. While not statistically 

significant, the honors group did produce a higher mean level score on the measure for 

the mastery-avoidance construct. This may mean that the students who chose to 

participate in the honors program perceive the learning experience as an avenue to 

maintain a high level of achievement within the educational context. 

Limitations of Study 2 

Although it meets the suggested number of cases for the number of parameters 

used (Pedhazur, 1997), the second study is limited by a low response rate, 25%, which 

could skew the data analysis. The study could have been strengthened with a higher 

response rate. Pencil and paper data collection may be a more productive strategy. 

Furthermore, the majority of students in the present study are predominantly Caucasian, 

limiting generalizations to more diverse institutions. 

The study was also limited by a lack of specificity with regard to a course as a 

reference for completing the survey. Finally, the samples for these two separate but 

related studies are taken from two distinct institutions of higher education that differ in 

mission, one a four-year comprehensive research institution and one a community 

college, and student profile. The researcher made this decision to gain a broader 

perspective of high-achievers across two types of institutions that support programs for 

high-achieving students. Caution should be taken with respect to generalizing to all high-

achieving students and all post-secondary institutions. 
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Future research 

 The 2 x 2 model of achievement goal orientation did not demonstrate predictive 

accuracy for the present model. In addition to the possibility of the population of high-

achieving students adopting multiple achievement goals, this result may also be 

indicative of goal orientation being less distinctive as students mature. The average age of 

the students in this sample was 29.27 (SD = 11.01). This is reflective of the average age 

of community college students nationally, M = 29 (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2014). Future research may focus on changes in achievement goal orientation 

throughout lifespan development and how such changes might influence learning and 

decision-making. 

Elliot and colleagues (2011) have proposed and tested a 3 x 2 model of 

achievement goals. Their model is rooted in the definition and valence components of 

competence, and encompasses 6 goal constructs: task-approach, task-avoidance, self-

approach, self-avoidance, other-approach, and other-avoidance. Their research provided 

strong support for the 3 x 2 model, most notably the need to separate task-based and self-

based goals. Future research may explore whether high-achievers perceive participation 

in selective post-secondary programs as a task-based or self-based goal and whether such 

perceptions predict participation in such programs. 

Further research might also explore the development of a revised scale for 

achievement goal orientation. Future exploratory factor analysis may suggest that a more 

appropriate model is necessary for high-achieving students, for mature students, or a 

combination thereof. It may be quite possible that the distinction between constructs of 

achievement goal orientation become less distinct as we mature. Such research would be 
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important for understanding the average community college student, who, at the age of 

29, may be well beyond engaging in learning tasks based on mastery or performance 

constructs. Or, they may well become less distinct as we grow. The development of such 

a scale would be advantageous to community colleges in understanding the goals that 

drive their students. 
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Appendix A document 

Appendix A 

Differences between high-achieving learners and learners identified as gifted and 
talented 

 High-Achieving Learners Gifted and Talented Learners 

Remember the answers Pose unforeseen questions 

Are interested Are curious 

Are attentive Are selectively mentally engaged 

Generate advanced ideas Generate complex abstract ideas 

Work hard to achieve Know without working hard 

Answer the questions in detail Ponder with depth and multiple 
perspectives 

Perform at the top of the group Are beyond the group 

Respond with interest and opinions Exhibit feelings and opinions from multiple 
perspectives 

Learn with ease Already know 

Need 6 to 8 repetitions to master Need 1 to 3 repetitions to master 

Comprehend at a high level Comprehend in-depth, complex ideas 

Enjoy the company of age peers Prefer the company of intellectual peers 

Understand complex, abstract humor Create complex, abstract humor 

Grasp the meaning Infer and connect concepts 

Complete assignments on time Initiate projects and extensions of 
assignments 

Are receptive Are intense 

Are accurate and complete Are original and continually developing 

Enjoy school often Enjoy self-directed learning 

Absorb information Manipulate information 

Are technicians with expertise in a field Experts who abstract beyond the field 

Memorize well Guess and infer well 

Are highly alert and observant Anticipate and relate observations 

Are pleased with own learning Are self-critical 

Get A’s May not be motivated by grades 

Are able Are intellectual 
Note. Adapted from Kingore (2003) and Szabos (1989).  


