Honors Capstone
What is an Honors Capstone?
The Honors capstone is the culmination of your undergraduate work and is usually completed in the
senior year. The capstone must (1) demonstrate sufficient mastery of a field and (2) make an original
contribution to our understanding of that field. The project must represent at least three months of deep
study and analysis, and it must result in some essay, document, performance, artwork, or some other
artifact that can be preserved.
Most students write a long, scholarly essay in their major, but you should feel free to use your capstone in
any number of ways. Some students do creative projects or use multimedia. Some students use the
capstone to bridge work in their primary major and secondary major or in their minor. Some use it to
explore some other field of interest, which may or may not be related to their major.
You need to think carefully about the purpose of the capstone. Do you want to use it to prepare for
graduate school, to prepare for your professional career, to express your creativity, or to further your
intellectual explorations? Throughout your academic career, you have explored topics and completed
assignments dictated to you by teachers and professors, but the capstone is your chance to direct your own
education. As you think about the purpose of your capstone, be sure to meet with the faculty member
who knows you best or meet with the director of the Honors Program so you can sort out what capstone
project will serve you best.
Once you decide on the purpose of the capstone, you will know whether to do the project in your major,
to bridge your major with some other field, or to work outside your major. Some majors, such as History
and Literature, require all majors to complete a capstone. You can choose to make this capstone your
Honors capstone, or you can choose to write a second capstone for Honors. The next step will be to
decide whether to write a traditional scholarly thesis or to do a different kind of project.
Throughout this process of deciding (1) the purpose of the capstone, (2) its relation to your majors,
minors, or other interests, and (3) the final form of the project (traditional thesis, multimedia presentation,
creative work, etc.), you will need to work with a faculty member or with the director of Honors.
Ultimately, however, you will need to find a faculty capstone advisor.
The faculty capstone advisor is the professor of record. She is the one who will record the grade and is
thus ultimately responsible for articulating the standards by which the quality of your work will be
judged. The faculty capstone advisor decides whether the final project is worthy of receiving Honors
credit, which is a grade of B or better. You will need to work closely with the faculty capstone advisor
throughout the project to ensure that you are on the right track, mastering the field and making an original
contribution to it. Faculty capstone advisors often require students doing creative and other nontraditional projects to write an analytical component that articulates how the student‟s work demonstrates
mastery and originality.
Especially if your project bridges multiple fields, you might enlist the help of one or more faculty mentors
who will assist you and the faculty capstone advisor in determining what sources or methodologies you
need to master or whether your work contributes to fields outside your faculty capstone advisor‟s
knowledge. Please be aware, however, that whenever you receive conflicting advice, you should follow
the direction of your faculty capstone advisor. It is a courtesy to acknowledge in some way in the final
project whatever faculty assistance you received.

Your capstone project must be attached in some way to a 3-6 credit course that lists your faculty capstone
advisor as the professor of record. The capstone can be attached to a capstone course, it can be a
supplement to a course, or it can be an independent study. If the capstone is a supplement, the project
must count for at least 20% of the semester grade. If the capstone is part of an independent study, the title
of the independent study must begin with the words “Honors Capstone Project.” If you like or if the
department prefers, you can register your independent study as HNRS-490 (Honors Independent Study
Project).

Capstone for “Honors in the Major” vs. General “University Honors”
Students receive University Honors in the Major when they complete at least twelve credits of upper-level
coursework in their major, including the Honors capstone project. The diploma will say “University
Honors in [Major].” Otherwise, students will receive general University Honors, and the diploma will say
“University Honors.”
If pursuing University Honors in your major, visit our website, or check with your Department about the
number of credits it requires for the capstone. Honors staff can also answer your questions.

Honors Capstone Form
Unless other arrangements have been made, Monday, Feb. 13 is the deadline for submitting the online
capstone form for spring 2012. This form includes a description of the project and a work plan with a
submission deadline.
Be sure to discuss your proposal with your faculty capstone advisor well in advance of the Feb. 13
deadline. You‟ll also need to identify the Department Honors Coordinator—an Honors representative
from the same department as your faculty capstone advisor. Click here for a list of Department Honors
Coordinators.
When you submit your capstone form, an automated email will prompt your faculty capstone advisor to
review your form. Once your faculty capstone advisor approves the form, it will automatically be sent to
the Department Honors Coordinator, who will review your form. Department Honors Coordinators act as
gatekeepers to ensure that the capstone will meet the standards of Honors work in the discipline. The
Coordinator may ask you to revise or refine your proposal. In these cases, the faculty capstone advisor
and the Coordinator will work together to help you meet the standards being set. Once you meet those
standards, the Coordinator will approve your form, and it will be sent automatically to the Honors Office
where the Director will approve or decline the proposal.
Students working on a six-credit capstone—available in Biology, Chemistry, History, International
Studies, Law and Society, Literature, Jewish Studies, Physics, Political Science, Psychology, and
Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies—may not have narrowly defined their topic by the capstone
form deadline date. Nonetheless, while descriptions of these projects may be preliminary, Honors prefers
that students submit the form so we can know which students are engaged in a six-credit capstone. Each
student in this situation should submit an amended description of his or her project by the deadline for the
Fall 2012 capstone form.

Capstone Research Grant Application
Each semester, the Honors Program awards Capstone Research Grants to Honors students to support
projects leading to the completion of a Capstone. Grants are determined based on the proposed Capstone's
merit and feasibility, as well as the expected impact of the grant on the Capstone's completion.
To be eligible, Honors students must be registered for the Capstone project in the semester in which they
apply for funding. No award exceeds $500, and most fall below $300, due to funding limitations.
Grants have covered chemicals for experiments, travel expenses to access to out-of town library
collections, copying charges at the Library of Congress, and more. Grant funds are paid only as
reimbursements for expenses approved by Honors.
To submit a grant application, take these two steps:
1. The Capstone Research Grant application is now part of the broader Capstone form, which you
can find on our website. Submit this form by Monday, Feb. 13 at 11:59 p.m. No late submissions
will be accepted.
2. A brief letter of support from your Capstone advisor is required. Your advisor should send this
letter to Honors@american.edu before the Feb. 13 deadline, but there is some flexibility. Contact
the Honors Office before the deadline if you need to make special arrangements.
If you've already submitted your Capstone form and would like to submit a separate grant request, please
send an email to Honors@american.edu. We'll let you know about next steps.

Take Your Capstone Advisor to Lunch
The “Take Your Professor to Lunch” program is designed to help students become better acquainted with
their professors, and capstone advisors, over lunch at the University Club in the Mary Graydon Center.
The University Club is open typically Monday-Friday from 11:30 a.m. until 1:30 p.m. Invite your
capstone advisor to lunch, pick a date and then stop by the Honors Center to pick up the lunch voucher;
next, call the University Club to make a reservation in the name of your professor, and after your lunch,
please send a confirmation email to Honors@american.edu indicating the purpose of the meal and a sense
of how it went. (If students have a university meal plan, their lunch at the University Club will be
deducted from it. If students do not have a university meal plan, the University Honors Program will pick
up the lunch for the student, as well as the professor.) This is a great way for students to get to know
their capstone advisor and discuss the capstone project in an informal setting.

Honors Capstone Research Conference
All students who graduate in August or December 2011 or in the spring of 2012 are eligible and
encouraged to apply to present their capstone projects at the Honors Capstone Research Conference. This
year‟s conference will be held on Wednesday, April 11, 2012, from 9 a.m.-5 p.m. in the Mary Graydon
Center. This event is open to current students, capstone advisors, and other AU faculty, as well to the
general public.
The format of the conference includes 20 students offering oral presentations of their work in morning
and afternoon sessions, along with another 20 students making lunchtime poster presentations. All
conference participants will be considered for the Capstone Research Conference awards that are
presented at Honors Convocation. The deadline to apply for the Capstone Research Conference is
March 21, 2012. Those working on capstone projects will be contacted with complete details.

Capstone Abstracts
All Honors students who will graduate in or December 2011 or May 2012 are required to submit an
abstract (6-8 lines) that summarizes their capstone project. All abstracts for August 2011, December
2011, and May 2012 graduates will be included in the 2012 Capstone Abstracts publication. The
individual capstone abstract generally includes the project's purpose, arguments and, where applicable,
any findings. If you would like to view an example of a capstone abstract, please see last year's Capstone
Abstracts publication, which is available in hard copy at the Honors Center and on our website.

Final Deadline to Submit Capstone
Students working on a capstone in the spring—whether three or six credit—should submit their
completed capstone to their capstone advisors by the last day of classes, Monday, April 30. Students and
their capstone advisors are free to agree upon a different date to submit the final project. Some professors
recommend submitting a first completed draft 30 days before the end of classes to allow time for
revisions.
The Honors Program requires all students to submit one hard, unbound copy, plus one electronic copy to
be made available in the AU library, by the last day of finals: Tuesday, May 8. Students cannot be
cleared to graduate with Honors unless their Capstone has been submitted to the Honors Office.

Capstone Grading
The capstone advisor is responsible for grading the student‟s capstone project. The Honors Program is
not involved in grading student capstones. Students must receive a grade of a „B‟ or higher in order to
receive Honors credit for their capstone course.

