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Assessing the Impact of an Academic Internship

Introduction/Need for Research

Hornsby and Johnson (1991) state a “lack of practical work experience has long been a problem for college students when their credentials are reviewed during the job search process.”  Randall and Good (1991) assert that employers prefer to hire individuals who have work experience.  Internships give students an opportunity to learn the mechanics of a job without having to work full-time in the position (Swift & Kent, 1999). As part of the undergraduate curriculum, students are required to complete a semester long academic internship during their senior year as a capstone to their academic program. The purpose of this study was to assess the impact of the academic internship experience on the academic development, personal development, and career direction of former students.  This research study addresses the national agricultural education research agenda priority area of Agricultural Education in University and Postsecondary Settings, RPA 4:  Assess the effectiveness of educational programs in agricultural and life sciences.

Conceptual or Theoretical Framework

Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model served as the theoretical framework for this study, as well as for the development of the academic internship experience.  Kolb believes “learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38).  The model is cyclical, consisting of four learning stages (concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation).  Individuals may begin at any stage, but must follow each other in the sequence.  The first stage, concrete experience, is where the learner actively experiences an activity (e.g., field work or internship).  The second stage, reflective observation, is when the learner consciously reflects back on that experience.  The third stage, abstract conceptualization, is where the learner attempts to conceptualize what is observed.  The fourth stage, active experimentation, is when the learner is trying to construct ways to modify the next occurrence of the experience.  This then leads to the next concrete experience.  All of this may happen in a flash, or over a few days, weeks, or months, depending on the subject.

Methodology

This was a descriptive survey research study.  Students who interned between the spring of 2007 and the summer of 2009 (N=40) were surveyed. The data collection instrument was researcher developed based on previous literature and was reviewed by a panel of experts for content validity.  The instrument consisted of five sections and included both quantitative and qualitative data.  Data were collected using an online survey instrument guided by procedures outlined in Dillman’s Tailored Design Method (2000).  A total of five contacts were made or attempted (from February 18 - April 23, 2010).  Useable responses were received from 29 participants for a 72.50% response rate.  Non-response error was controlled by comparing early to late responses and no statistical differences were found.  Data were analyzed using SPSS 17.0.



Results/Findings

Former students indicated their internship site supervisor helped them to learn about their position as an intern (M = 4.69, where 1 = No Help at All to 5 = Very Helpful, SD = .660) and about the organization for which they were interning (M = 4.66, where 1 = No Help at All to 5 = Very Helpful, SD = .614) and were available daily to answer questions, provide direction and feedback.  In addition, they responded that the departmental internship coordinator contributed to making the academic internship experience successful by providing advice, direction, and feedback (M = 4.29, where 1 = No Help at All to 5 = Very Helpful, SD = .854).  Respondents reported the academic internship impacted their career choice (M = 4.14, where 1 = Not at All to 5 = Very Much, SD = 1.15) and helped to prepare them for their current career (M = 3.45, where 1 = No Help at All to 5 = Very Helpful, SD = 1.15).  As a result of the academic internship, respondents also developed their personal and professional skills (22 items including skills such as, oral and written communication, critical thinking, decision making, priority setting, time management, responsibility; Cronbach’s alpha: pre-skill = .918, post-skill = .950).  They had a pre-skill mean of 3.36 (SD = .470) and post-skill level mean of 4.11 (SD = .476) which indicates an increase (.753) in skill level (where 1 = Very Low to 5 = Very High).  The paired samples t-test resulted in a 2-tailed level of significance less than .01 for the pre- and post-skill level comparison (t-value = 9.81, df = 28).  This difference is important as shown by the large effect size index of 1.82 (Cohen, 1988).  Respondents also indicated the educational components of the academic internship were valuable to their experience (M = 4.69, where 1 = Not Valuable to 5 = Very Valuable, SD = .660).  

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession

The following are conclusions and implications which impact the profession:  1. Internships influence student’s career choice and direction, 2. Supervisors (site and university) provided helpful advice, direction, and feedback, as well as helped to make the internship experience successful, 3. Internships are valued by students for both personal and professional development, 4. Internships develop student’s personal and professional skills, 5. Overall, students felt prepared (academically) for their internship, 6. Overall, students were satisfied with their experience and recommended to the department to “keep doing what they’re doing.” 

The following are recommendations for improvement of the academic internship experience: 1. Investigate the development of an internship scholarship to help defray student’s financial burden, 2. Work with internship sites to develop a list of potential housing for students, 3. Provide more preparation on working with volunteers and volunteer management (Note: Since the conclusion of this study, a course on the leadership and management of volunteers has been developed and offered), 4. Continue to periodically evaluate the academic internship program for program improvement and impact. 

The academic internship is an important educational experience due to its impact on student’s personal and professional development by providing an experiential learning opportunity to put theory into practice in a real world setting.
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