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ÒW h at  M ak es I t  an  H o n o r s C l ass,  A n y w ay ?ÓÒW h at  M ak es I t  an  H o n o r s C l ass,  A n y w ay ?Ó  

 

Taking to heart the Delphic OracleÕs admonit ion to Òknow thyself,Ó we are attempting to answer the ques-
tion above. Remembering that a class is comprised of people, we also ask Òwhat makes him or her an honors 
student?ÓÑ and define who we are in light of our classes, students, and teachers, as well as our goals, char-
acteristics and attainments. The compilation of qualities and quotations you will see on the next pages de-
rives in part from questionnaires of GWC students, most of them completed during honors courses. Some 
of the remarks without names are based on anonymous end-of-the-semester surveys. A few are comments 
students made orally or in post-class letters to me, Chuck Whitchurch, in my role as Honors Coordinator. 

 

How Does Gol den West Honors Compare wi th Honors at a Universi ty? 
It goes without saying that no two students are exactly alike. No two honors programs are exactly alike, 
either. Moreover, many regular classes, students and teachers share characteristics with honors programs. 
Still, honors classes are expected to differ from regular ones at least in rigor and adherence to high stan-
dards. In this regard Golden West College honors classes are similar to those at universi ties.  
 

But there is at least one significant difference. It stems from the community collegesÕ open-door policy: 
our honors students are not as strictly screened for only the Òbest and brightest,Ó as are their universi ty 
counterparts. We too strive for excellence. We too recruit the Òbest and brightest.Ó But we also value the 
potential for diversi ty and development in non-traditional students. Thus we make special  allowance for 
what we cal l alternative learners, turn-around stories, late bloomers, diamonds in the rough.  
 

Other than that fundamental distinctionÑ plus the important fact that many of our students work over 
twenty hours per weekÑ GWC honors programs share with four-year and two-year college honors pro-
grams all  or almost all the qualities listed on the following pages.  
 

How Do Our Honors Students Fare Compared wi th Those Taki ng Regular Classes? 
One surprise pleased me immensely. As do the best faculty in regular courses, honors teachers base their 
grading not on intell igence or effort, but on demonstrated achievement. We too strive to level with our 
students; we do not wish to assign misleading, inflated grades. As noted, honors classes by defini tion de-
mand greater academic rigor and maintain higher standards than regular ones. So I had rather expected 
honors grades to be lower than the average. Happily, I was wrong. True, at the start grades were rela-
tively lowerÑ during our fi rst year or so. But according to a recent college-wide survey (See Table 5: 
ÒStudent Success, GWC Research Office, MIS Student Enrollment Datafile), a trend toward higher grades 
began in the 2001-02 academic year, our second one of operation. 
 

That year honors students earned fewer AÕs but significantly more BÕs than the college average: 17.8% to 
14.4%. The next year was comparable: 17.6% BÕs compared with 14.7% college-wide. In 2003-04 the ratio 
was significantly higher: 20.6 to 14.9Ñ thatÕs 38% more BÕs earned by honors students. The A category 
tells a similar tale. In 2002-03 honors students earned nearly 10% more AÕs than the college average (23.3 
to 21.3). The next year they earned twice that percentage: over 20% more AÕs (25.3 to 21.0). And they man-
aged this with a slightly higher completion rateÑ 67.9% to 65.9% in 2002-03; 70% to 64.2% in 2003-04. If 
good grades be measures of success, evidently we are doing something right. If so, what is it? 
 

Surely a form of self-screening is part of the answer. The higher grades reinforce what I hear from others: 
that the reputation of the Honors Program is attracting highly motivated, competent students. They are 
required to work harder, and theyÕre the kind of people who rise to a chal lenge. Another causeÑ proba-
bly resulting from low  student-teacher ratios, dialogic methods of instruction, and personalized faculty 
mentoring of studentsÑ is one that honors teachers see daily in the classroom. Our students encourage 
and help one another, and that collaborative spiri t contributes to their success in learning. Another key 
factor: the professors who mentor them. Proud as I am of our studentsÕ achievements, I  know that their 
success reflects the commitment of teachers I find it a privilege to work with. Through their knowledge, 
imagination, pedagogy and passion, they inspire in their students a more intense desire to learn.  
 

Frankly, conscientious though we be in assigning grades, grades oversimplify. And they can lend an in-
accurate impression of objectivity and achievement. Other forms of student success are more fully revealed 
in accomplishments we witness daily: our studentsÕ growth in scholarship, leadership, service, cul tural 
awareness, sociabili ty and civic responsibility. You w ill  see these achievements, plus the underlying values 
motivating them, stated or implied in the comments below. They celebrate quali ties that we all (even when 
we donÕt quite live up to them!) take quite seriouslyÑ qualities that show the true triumph of honors 
students even better than does their admirable success in earning high grades whi le holding down one or 
two jobs and taking rigorous classes from challenging teachers who demand of them their very best. 
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H ON ORS CL A SSE S 
 

Mor e so than most standard communit y college classes, GWC honors classes tend to: 
 

¥ Set high standards and expect excel lence 
 ÒHonors classes have high expectations for both professor and student.Ó (Colin Cole) 
 

 ÒAn honors class does not spare any remorse for slackers.Ó (Hien Le)  
 
¥ Have a low teacher-student ratioÑ usual ly between 1:12 and 1:24 
 ÒThis class was exactly what I was hoping for: a small, intimate class with challenging criteria.Ò 
  

 ÒI like the small classes. I l ike learning what [the others] think, and afterwards I think about what they say.Ó  
 
¥ Stress cri ti cal , independent, creative think i ng at least as much as absorption of  data 
 ÒHonors classes promote critical and independent thinking. The lessons do not just spoon-feed students the 

essentials of the subject, but include discussion and digestion of ideas and material.Ó (A ileen Chu) 
 

 ÒHonors students are prospectors, never sponges.Ó (Kim Deo) 
 
¥ Foster active parti ci pation through discussions using an inqui ry or dialogic approach (of ten cal led 

Socratic method) 
 ÒIn most classes the teacher lectures and the students listen. Most regular classes donÕt have an open floor for 

discussion as Humanities 190H does.Ó (Whitnee Mi ller)  
 

 ÒHonors professors do not give their students the answer; they question the students for their answers.Ó (Kim Deo)  
 
¥ Examine subject matter in depth, of ten through experiential  learning  
 ÒThe lectures were engaging, as were the discussions. . . . Every side of a political argument was shown, allowing 

us to use independent thinking and draw our own conclusions.Ó         
 

 ÒI l iked that we got to see all sides.Ó ÒI donÕt think IÕve ever learned so much in such a short amount of time.Ó 
 

 ÒI most enjoyed the application of methodology . . . to ways of understanding art and music. So much better is it 
to learn by doing.Ó (Josh Waldrop) 

 
¥ Develop advanced reading, wri ting and research sk i l l s, emphasizing use of  pri mary sources 
 ÒMy  writing skills were improved to exponential levels [and were] undeniably helpful [at UCLA.]Ó (Jessica Ruby) 
 

 ÒI am very thankful for taking this class. It has helped me in multiple areas, not only in English, but in critical 
thinking and research skills also.Ó 

 
¥ Place responsibi l i ty for learning wi th the student, and encourage student presentations 
 ÒMaking the best of oneself is one of the main virtues of the Honors Program.Ó (Triana Rosas) 
 

 ÒYou have also helped me be able to teach myself and discover potentials that l ie w ithin.Ó (Meghan Ray) 
 
¥ Encourage creative approaches in research and presentations  
  ÒFor me, w orking with abstract concepts promotes artistic, creative thinking.Ó (Emma Jacobs) 
 

ÒCreate your own myth. . . incorporating the kinds of archetypes and narrative styles we have been studying. . . 
Present your myth to the class through oral narration and dramatic enactment.Ó (Excerpt, Eng 114 Assignment)  

 
¥ Analyze cri ti cal  theory and methodology 

ÒOur method, that of focusing on archetypes, risks oversimpl ifying these mythic and historical personages. But it 
reminds us of our commonality w ith other people and cultures throughout history, and can serve as an entry point 
into a more thorough analysis.Ó (Taryn Dickinson, Abstract of ÒHera to H ilary: Powerful Women in My thology 
and History,Ó Building Bridges, UCI, 2006) 
 

ÒIn short, what are the implications of the methodology Graetz uses? Where do his questions take himÑ and us? 
What kind of information do they lead us to know ? What do they not lead us to see?Ó (ÒA pproaching Vincent,Ó 
Art H istory Assignment, Torches in the Cavern, Humanities 190H workbook)  
 

ÒThis presentation examines correlations between VincentÕs li fe and his art, explores the depth of GauguinÕs  
influence on Vincent (both in art and in li fe), while considering the potentials and limitations of a formalist-
influenced but predominantly biographical approach to art.Ó (Charles Ardinger, Abstract of ÒArt as Biography: 
Vincent van Gogh as Case Study,Ó Building Bridges, UCI, 2005) 

 
¥ Cul ti vate leadershi p trai ts  

ÒYou may campaign for H onors Class Advocate and H onors Ambassador, and participate in Honors Council 
decisions. You may be elected president of the honors club, Ad Luminem. . . . You may be selected to present your 
research findings at the HTCC (H onors Transfer Council of California) conference at UCI, and publish your ab-
stract in Building Bridges, the UCI conference publication. . . . You may contribute to the honors newsletter as 
reporter, photographer or editor.Ó (Getting Started, H onors Orientation Manual, Golden West College)  
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¥ Explore team-teaching, i nterdi scipl i nary, mul ti -national  and cross-cul tural  connections 
ÒWi th tw o teachers we get di fferent perspectives on the reading material and arguments presented in class. There 
are times when professor w ill argue with professor or student w ith student, or a combination.Ó (Whitnee Mi ller) 
 

 ÒI love. . . the energy between the professors and the students. [H um 190H] is a beast of a class, but you can not help 
but love it every step of the way. It is a fantastic course. I look forward to this class and its instructors every day.Ó  

 
¥ Assign students col laborative and experiential  learni ng projects 
  ÒHonors classes promote striving for excellence with others, not as an individual.Ó (Kim Deo) 
 

 ÒIÕve learned to listen to other students. I got a lot out of those peer critiques and group projects. And I learned 
more about myself.Ó 

 
¥ Encourage volunteerism and of fer opportuni ties for service learning 

ÒThose older ladies in the library were fun. I really enjoyed w orking with them. IÕm going to see if I can get a job 
there this summer.Ó (Elliott Maude) 
 

ÒWorking with those kids in the camp really affects your perspective.Ó  
 
 
 

H ON ORS ST U D E N T S 
 

Mor e than do many students i n regular community colle ge classes, GWC honors students tend to: 
 

¥ Be hi ghly motivated and intel lectual l y curious 
 ÒPassion for learning, truth and excellence drive a student to take honors classes.Ó (A ileen Chu) 
 

 ÒThe difference between an honors student and a regular student is the desire or need to excel , but not as a single 
unitÑ as a whole.Ó (Whitnee Mi ller) 

 
¥ Value abstract, conceptual  assignments that requi re i ndependent think ing 

 ÒHonors classes promote critical and independent thinking.Ó (A ileen Chu) 
 

ÒI definitely have grown in every aspect. . .  This class was not so much about ingesting data as it was learning 
about government and where you stand [in relation to] i t.Ó 

 
!  Love learni ng f or i ts intri nsic rewards; they care about subject matter and sel f -development 
 ÒI love discussing, debating. Boy, talk about intense! But I can already tell the difference.Ó 
 

ÒItÕs not about getting a static degree to hang limply on the w all, but about continuing to learn, grow , and think 
more clearly.Ó (Emma Jacobs) 
 

ÒHumanities 190H exceeded my expectations. It was so much more invigorating, and I expanded my level of 
thinking by leaps and bounds. It is undoubtedly the most enr iching class I have ever taken.Ó (Josh Waldrop) 

 
¥ Be intui ti ve learners wi th an apti tude for reasoning and synthesizing 
 ÒIn regular classes, students take notes, absorb what they learn, and accept the ideas given. In an honors class, 

students learn, take what they learn and debate to prove their opinions through discussion, and develop a new 
perspective from their newly acquired knowledge.Ó (Kim Deo) 

 
¥ Be autonomous learners who feel  responsible for educating themselves 
 ÒHonors students care enough to come to class, do the work, participate in discussions, and overcome difficulties 

throughout the course.Ó (A ileen Chu) 
 

ÒHonors students strive for self-improvement and excellence, never give up, and at the same time know  when 
they are wrong and learn from their mistakes.Ó (Kim Deo) 

 
¥ Come to class prepared, complete assi gnments, and miss fewer classes 

ÒIn an honors class, there is no such thing as an empty classroom; seats are regularly fi l led, and students come 
prepared and exci ted to learn!Ó (Kim Deo)  

 

 ÒThis isnÕt high school  where ditching or slacking off is ÔcoolÕÑ the student is here to enrich him or herself, even 
though some days may be about just getting through it all.Ó (A ileen Chu) 

 
¥ Enjoy parti ci pating in class and giving presentations (though some fol low the di scussion but hol d 

back  f rom speaking); many speak up and ask questions 
   ÒDiscussions are livelier, and give students a chance to make friends and exchange ideas.Ó (Hien Le)   
 

 ÒThe discussions were my favorite part. . . . [Interacting] w ith my classmates taught me so much and opened my 
eyes to see other sides and opinions.Ó 
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¥ Be open-minded when conf ronting ideas that chal lenge thei r own ideas, bel iefs and assumptions 

ÒHonors students come to class with an open mind, knowing that someone may present a more reasonable argu-
ment than theirs.Ó (Whitnee Mi ller) 
  

ÒThey show a will ingness to accept other perspectives not their own.Ó (Hien Le) 
 

¥ Value (and enjoy complaining about) the chal lenges posed by di f f i cul t courses and assignments 
 Ò[The Honors Seminar] was hands down the best course IÕve had. Everything was challenging enough to engage 

my interest; I actually wanted to do assignments.Ó (Eric Wi towich) 
 

 ÒI am stronger for all the stress, sleepless nights, and seemingly endless hours of study.Ó (Meghan Ray) 
 

  ÒYouÕll smile to yourself thinking about itÑ after itÕs over! Never again w ill the word catharsis hold so much mean-
ing.Ó (Sarah Blanchette)  

 

 ÒI dig challenges. . . The large amount of assignments you give us force me to write moÕ bettah!Ó (Cordella Panlil lo) 
 

¥ Appreciate enri chment activi ties: plays, museums, art exhibi ts, concerts 
 ÒI thank you and all those who support and teach in the H onors Program for the rich experiences that have lit up 

my college career: the trips to the Norton Simon and the LA County M useum of Art, the entertaining evenings 
decked out at South Coast Repertory, the opportunity to write for the H onors Newsletter, and the challenge of 
presenting at HTCC not onceÑ but tw ice.Ó (Meghan Ray) 

  

ÒActually seeing the play performed made such a difference over just reading it. And IÕve never been to a real 
theater before. I loved it. Thank you. Can we do this again?Ó 

 
¥ Value each otherÕs f riendship; enjoy di stincti ve, of f beat personal i tiesÑ in profs &  fel low  students 
 ÒI love how  everyone is accepted, not judged on appearances. Diversity is encouraged. Being true to oneself mat-

ters most.Ó (Emma Jacobs)  
 

 ÒThe students were very mature and a pleasure to w ork w ith. Everyone had his or her own unique intelligence.Ó  
 

 ÒThe students must be able to have close interpersonal relations among themselves and with the instructor. This 
feeling of camaraderie holds the class together and makes many students w ish to take more honors classes wi th 
the friends they have made.Ó (Triana Rosas) 

 
¥ Cooperate wi th one another and help thei r fel low students learn 
 ÒAn honors student is not arrogant or sel fish, and is w ill ing to take time helping others.Ó (Hien Le)  
 

 ÒHonors students show  concern for the progress of fellow students and the class in general.Ó (Colin Cole) 
 

 ÒI was pleased to be in a class wi th others who shared an eagerness to challenge themselves and help others learn.Ó 
(Josh Waldrop) 

 
¥ Be sel f -conf ident, but experience the same k ind of  emotional  i ssues (incl uding love cri ses and mo-

ments of  sel f -doubt) as students in regular classes 
 ÒI was scared at first. But weÕve all come so far. N ow I actually enjoy public speaking.Ó 
 

 ÒMany students are horrified at first and want to drop, not realizing until later what a great class it was, and how 
glad they were that they stayed.Ó (A lvina Rosales) 

 

 ÒAt first I thought honors math might destroy me. But the explanations are so clear, and the teacher is so friendly, 
IÕm having no trouble. I l ike our problem-solving at the board, too.Ó 

 
¥ Set high standards for themselves and at ti mes attempt too much 
  ÒThe students must all care as much as their instructors. Each student must be confident enough in his or her own 

special talents, abilities, and skills to use them all to their full potential in order to succeed.Ó (Triana Rosas) 
 

 ÒTaking on a lot bolsters our w ill to achieve and conquer the problem.Ó (Emma Jacobs)      
 
¥ Learn, by overextendi ng themselves, greater sel f -disci pl ine and ti me-management sk i l l s 
 ÒThe student must have enough will power never to back down in the face of the adversities he or she will most 

assuredly suffer.Ó (Triana Rosas)  
 

 ÒWell, I just crashed and burned. I tend to take on too much. I think I need to learn to say ÔnoÕ more.Ó 
 
¥ Appreciate what they are given and are motivated to contribute to society 
 ÒHonors students receive a lot, but they also give a lot in return to their teachers, community and classmates.Ó (Kim Deo) 
 

 ÒWe arenÕt complete w i thout sharing the knowledge and experience we have.Ó (Emma Jacobs) 
 

Ò[I am] inspired by [their] passion for learning. Wow . . . . TH ANK YOU!!! for being non-lazy teachers & quite amazing.Ó 
(A ileen Chu) 
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¥ Graduate f rom a four-year school  (wi th honors) and (of ten) enrol l  in graduate school   
 ÒIÕm convinced that the Honors Program is preparing me for a four-year university.Ó (Emma Jacobs) 
 

ÒIn looking back after now graduating from UCLA. . . I donÕt think I w ould have been admitted to UCLA or been 
as successful as I was wi thout your class and influence. . . . You and . . . the H onors Program made the largestÑ
most significantÑ difference in my li fe! I canÕt thank you enough!!!Ó (Jessica Ruby) 

 

 ÒWhen I got to UCI and compared myself w ith the other students I felt so. . . prepared.Ó (A lvina Rosales) 
 

 ÒIÕve decided to switch to literature. IÕm applying for graduate school at UCI.Ó (Meghan Ray) 
 

 
H ON ORS PR OF E SSOR S 

 

Golden West Colle ge honors students want prof essors who: 
 

¥ Chal lenge themÑ through rigorous standards, di f f i cul t problems, wi der and deeper readi ng, 
advanced research, creative yet demanding assignments 
ÒI loved the readings. . . the point-counterpoint arguments by knowledgeable political critics.Ó 

 

 ÒThe standards are ever rising, and the challenge to meet them encourages personal growth and motivation.Ó  
 

 ÒI give him an A . He made us better critical thinkers. He is tough, but he is good.Ó 
 
¥ Encourage and inspi re themÑ through depth of  know ledge, enthusiasm for subject 
  ÒThe professors are passionate about the subject they teach; they care about what their class gives to students, and 

they want their students to care, learn and grow in that area.Ó (A ileen Chu) 
 

ÒThe most helpful  has been my professor. I really enjoyed her teaching methods as well as her comments about 
the artwork.Ó 
 

 ÒI am off to CSULB a different person than the meek student I was two years ago. The high expectations of . . , the 
 Honors Program have molded me into the hard-w orking (borderline masochistic), knowledge-thirsty person I am.
 I am forever grateful.Ó (Meghan Ray) 
 
¥ Mentor themÑ through example, one-on-one conversations and i nvestigations 
 ÒThe professors were consistently friendly, helpful, and of course, smart.Ó (Eric Wi towich) 

 

ÒThe students must be able to have close interpersonal relations among themselves and with the instructor. This 
feeling of camaraderie holds the class together and makes many students w ish to take more honors classes wi th . . .  
the instructors they have been impressed with.Ó  (Triana Rosas) 
 

 ÒTHANK YOU for your personal and educational contributions to my li fe and future career success.Ó (Jessica Ruby) 
 
¥ DevelopÑ and enjoyÑ col legial  relationshi ps wi th them, chatting and attending cul tural  f ield trips 

wi th them 
 ÒA deeply intell igent and experienced instructor who cares about his or her students is the foremost priority in 

making an honors class.Ó (Triana Rosas)  
 

 ÒIÕve never met anyone so dedicated to his studentsÑ ever.Ó (A lvina Rosales)  
 

 
In summary. . .  
 Well, there you have a glimpse of what weÕre doing and thinking. As you can see, among the three 

categoriesÑ classes, students and facultyÑ many facets make up a definition of honors. If youÕd like our 
spiri t summed up in just a few  phrases, i t might go something like this:  

 

 Honors: a zest for challenge, a love of learning, a respect for scholarship, a delight in imagination, a 
striving for integrity, a commitment to community, a willingness to lead, a passion for excellenceÑ and 
the enthusiasm to work for it.  

 
 Now, that may not depict what we are all the time, but I  think it describes what we try to be, or at least 

what we teachers aim to inculcate in our students. So maybe four words will  do: A  Quest for Excellence.   
  

 
Chuck Whitchurch 
Professor of English and Humanities 
Coordinator, Honors Program 


