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Introduction and Literature Review
Each year, the number of students seeking a college degree increases, creating a more competitive job market for graduates. In order to set students apart from their peers in the job market and gain more practical, career-specific experience, students participate in field-based internships (Gault, Redington, & Schlager, 2000). Internships are important to hiring managers (Gault et al., 2000). Employers hire 96.9% of graduates who had internship experience, and 64.8% of internship supervisors made full-time offers to their interns (National Association of Colleges and Employees, 2014). Additionally, employers indicated they would pay $6,000 more for entry-level employees with internship experience (Norwood & Henneberry, 2006). To provide a better learning experience for students and their supervisors, universities need to evaluate employers’ perceptions of their interns and make needed changes to curriculum and/or internship programs (Akers, 2000; Verney, Holoviak & Winter, 2009). Previous studies at [University] show maturity, acceptance of criticism, punctuality, and proofreading as necessary areas of improvement (Fry & Irlbeck, 2011; Irlbeck & Oshel-Shultz, 2009). These studies also suggest a more thorough internship orientation to improve upon low-scoring characteristics, which [University] implemented. The theoretical framework of experiential education informed this study. The idea of using an internship as a direct experience in the education of the student was explored (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010). Kuh et al. (2010) explained curriculum should be developed based on skills “employers find attractive and useful” (p. 237) and internships are places where students learn to apply the knowledge they gained through course curriculum. 

The purpose of this study was to determine if agricultural communications interns at [University] are meeting the expectations of their supervisors in order to make effective curriculum changes. The researchers sought to discover two objectives: (1) which workplace characteristics were satisfactory and (2) which workplace characteristic needed improvement. This study fits into the National Research Agenda Priority 4: Meaningful, Engaged Learning in All Environments, whereby various learning environments should be examined (Doerfert, 2012). 

Methods
This study was a replication of previous studies at [University] in which researchers developed a performance evaluation to allow supervisors to rate their intern(s) (Fry & Irlbeck, 2011; Irlbeck & Oshel-Shultz, 2009). Once the student has completed an internship, his or her supervisor completed an online questionnaire. Supervisors ranked their intern’s performance and competence using a four-point Likert-type scale, with one being poor and four being excellent. The characteristics ranked were a variety of soft skills and communications skills. After ranking their intern(s), supervisors were presented with six opened-ended questions asking them to summarize the intern’s strengths, weaknesses, greatest gains the intern made, what they would consider to be the perfect job for the intern, recommendations for the intern, and other suggestions on improvement. Evaluations from Fall 2013 to the end of Spring 2014 semesters were evaluated for this study (N=22). Data were analyzed using SPSS.

Results
The data shows “personal appearance” (M = 3.91, SD = .426), “creativity” (M = 3.82, SD = .588), and “tactfulness” (M = 3.77, SD = .429) as the highest-rated workplace characteristics in interns, based upon mean scores. The lowest-rated workplace characteristics included “maturity” (M = 3.41, SD = .67), “acceptance of constructive criticism” (M = 3.41, SD = .80), and “ability to meet deadlines” (M = 3.45, SD = .91). The mean workplace characteristic scores can be seen in Figure 1. The grand mean for workplace characteristics was 3.66 (SD =.41). 

Figure 1. 
Mean scores for workplace characteristics of [University] agricultural communications interns

The supervisors indicated creativity, willingness to learn, well-spoken, dependable and self-motivated were positive characteristics of their interns. Respondents reported interns gained field knowledge, confidence, professionalism, and maturity. When asked what the perfect job for the intern would be, the majority of the respondents indicated communications-related fields. Respondents were also asked about their intern’s weak points, or areas for improvement. Common themes in the comments included attention to detail, communicating with supervisor, punctuality, improved technical and creative skills, and proofreading. Several supervisors mentioned they would like to have more contact with the students’ professors during their internship. As for recommendations for the intern, respondents commonly listed accepting constructive criticism, asking questions, mastering skills, and learning time management. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
Overall, supervisors were satisfied with their intern’s performance. The results were consistent with the previous studies that suggested intern maturity levels and acceptance of constructive criticism were the lowest rated characteristics (Fry & Irlbeck, 2009). Improvement was observed in most areas from the 2012 study, with the exception of ability to meet deadlines, which decreased slightly. Some respondents indicated a need for further communications skill development. Based on the results of this study, interns need to improve acceptance of constructive criticism, maturity, and time management type skills. Although maturity cannot be taught, faculty can add time management, peer critiques of student work, and activities to promote self-reflection and personal growth into their lessons. For future research, more specific questions need to be developed in the area of time management skills as well as questions that address what skills the interns’ lack. 
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