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Abstract of Dissertation

Soft Skills, In Turn:
An Exploratory Qualitative Study of Soft Skill Development Through Individual
Internship Experiences in a Workplace Setting

It is increasingly being recognized that students are not developing all the skills in
school that employers need. Much of this skill gap stems from students not developing
soft skills such as the ability to communicate, form interpersonal relationships, and act
professionally. This is a problem for students because it limits their employability, a
problem for employers because it limits the capabilities of the emerging workforce, and a
problem for educators because it limits the practical value of the degree programs they
offer.

While soft skills are difficult to develop in the classroom, it is known that
internships provide an effective alternative. However, the nature of internship experiences
that develop interns’ soft skills has been largely unexplored. Therefore, the purpose of
this basic qualitative study was to explore the research question: What is the nature of
internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills? Sub-questions included: (a) What
internship experiences contribute to interns’ soft skill development? and (b) How do these
internship experiences develop interns’ soft skills?

To investigate these questions, data for this study was collected through semi-
structured interviews with a diversity of 19 research participants engaged in internships at
a large scientific and cultural organization. Based on a review of experiential learning,
internship, soft skill, and experiential learning theory literature, questions posed to
participants were specifically designed to explore a variety of factors relevant to the

research question of this study. These factors included communication, relationships,



professionalism, mentorship, biography, context, sensation, reflection, comprehension,
and action.

Based on analysis of the data, this study offered three principal conclusions. (1)
interns develop soft skills when they interact, relate, and are professional with others; (2)
interns develop soft skills by pushing boundaries, reflecting with mentors, being
motivated, and repeating action; (3) the nature of internship experiences that develop
intern soft skills is their capacity to offer a full range of opportunities to practice soft

skills.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Overview

Dealing with people is probably the biggest problem you face, especially if you

are in business...Wouldn’t you suppose that every college in the land would

conduct courses to develop this highest priced ability under the sun?

- Dale Carnegie, How to Win Friends and Influence People, 1936

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to describe soft skill
development during individual internship experiences in a multi-faceted non-profit
organization. Soft skills include “character traits, attitudes, and behaviors — rather than
technical aptitude or knowledge — which are the intangible, nontechnical, personality-
specific skills that determine one’s strengths as a leader, facilitator, mediator, and
negotiator” (Robles, 2012, p. 457). Even though Dale Carnegie (1936) suggested that
colleges should do more to teach soft skills over 80 years ago, not much has changed in
the way people are taught how to deal with others — colleges still offer little in the way of
coursework to help students develop soft skills for the workplace (Stack & Fede, 2017).
On the other hand, especially since 1990, colleges have recognized the importance of
internships for developing skills such as, “communication, time management, self-
confidence, and self-motivation” (Hurst & Good, 2010, p. 176).

Internships are a “form of experiential learning that integrates knowledge and
theory learned in the classroom with practical application and skills development in a
professional setting” (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2011). Educators
recognize that through internships, young professionals learn ways to more effectively
interact with others in the workplace (B. P. Green, Graybeal, & Madison, 2011;

Moghaddam, 2014). However, as evidenced both by the scholarly and practitioner



literature, how internship experiences contribute to the development of soft skills is still
not well understood (Beck & Halim, 2008; Lee-Thomas & Anderson, 2004; Murphy,
Putter, & Johnson, 2014; Narayanan, Olk, & Fukami, 2010; Peck, 2017).
Statement of the Problem

There is growing recognition that college students are not developing all the basic
skills that employers need (Stewart, Wall, & Marciniec, 2016; Tulgan, 2015). An analysis
of over 25 million unique job listings found that at least 1 of 3 skills sought by employers
represented a baseline soft skill (Burning Glass Technologies, 2015). Employers report
that young professionals enter the workplace lacking specific soft skills, such as the
ability to communicate clearly, think creatively, solve problems independently, get along
with others, and act professionally (Iske, Weller, & Lengellner, 2017; Robles, 2012). A
recent survey of hiring managers found that 62% of them believed that it is very
important for potential new hires to have soft skills (CareerBuilder, 2017) and a survey of
Fortune 500 hiring managers revealed that 55% of them believed that the ability to work
well with others is the most important skill a new hire can have (Angeles, 2014). A
separate study of 63,924 hiring managers found that specific soft skills were lacking
among recent college graduates — 36% believed recent college graduates lacked
interpersonal skills and 46% believed recent college graduates lacked communication
skills (PayScale, 2016). Additionally, U.S. companies report that it is “becoming
increasingly difficult to find applicants who can communicate clearly, take initiative,
problem-solve and get along with co-workers” (Davidson, 2016). This growing soft skills
deficit is a problem for students because it limits their employability, a problem for

employers because it limits the capabilities of the emerging workforce, and a problem for



educators because it limits the practical value of the degree programs they offer.
Moreover, as the soft skill deficit persists, employer demand for such soft skills is
increasing (Barnett, 2012; Deming, 2015).

While educators acknowledge that facilitating the development of soft skills in a
traditional classroom setting is difficult (Murphy et al., 2014), they recognize that co-
curricular programs such as internships are effective alternatives (Beck & Halim, 2008;
Cord & Clements, 2010). Specifically, an internship experience can be a “pathway
through which students may gain or improve upon soft skills” (Stack & Fede, 2017, p. 2).
Colleges and universities encourage students to complete internships based on the
“fundamental belief that integrating a practical experience (such as work) with an
educational experience (such as formal coursework) creates synergies that result in
meaningful benefits for students and other stakeholders” (Gardner & Bartkus, 2014, p.
37) and may make the intern “more aware of the importance of “soft skills’ such as
effective communication, social interaction, teamwork” (Schambach & Dirks, 2002, p.
2). As discussed from the aforementioned sources and as will be discussed further in
Chapter 2 — from the practitioner literature, dissertation literature (Damron, 2017; lu,
2014), and published scholarly literature (Stack & Fede, 2017) — it seems clear that
internships do, in fact, develop soft skills.

At least since 1990, the popularity of internships in the U.S. has risen sharply
(Hurst & Good, 2010) with 67% of U.S. undergraduate students (approximately 1.1
million') completing at least one internship before graduation (Internships.com, 2014).

Given the popularity of internships among U.S. undergraduate students, the practical

! This value is computed using data from National Center for Education Statistics (2014).



impact of strengthening the capacity of internships to develop soft skills may be
enormous. Moreover, as students move into the workforce, it follows that any
strengthened soft skills they possess will offer ongoing benefits to our nation’s twenty-
first century workforce (Pink, 2005).

Even though the topic of soft skills is prevalent among educators, little is known
about the how individual internship experiences contribute to soft skill development in a
multi-faceted non-profit organization (Beck & Halim, 2008; Damron, 2017; Lee-Thomas
& Anderson, 2004; Murphy et al., 2014; Narayanan et al., 2010). Examining soft skill
development during individual internship experiences may contribute to greater student
outcomes from internship experiences and may help reduce the soft skill deficits reported
by employers. In sum, since many students entering the workforce today, “are
characterized as lacking the necessary soft skills to be competitive in the work force, an
exploration of soft-skill development through college internships is warranted” (Stack &
Fede, 2017, p. 2).

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to describe soft skill
development during individual internship experiences at one multi-faceted non-profit
organization. The research question addressed was: What is the nature of internship
experiences that develop interns’ soft skills? Sub-questions include: (a) What internship
experiences contribute to interns’ soft skill development?; and (b) How do these

internship experiences develop interns’ soft skills?



Statement of Potential Significance

The potential significance of this study lies in the identification of the ways
individual internship experiences contribute to the development of interns’ soft skills.
While many studies have identified a variety of characteristics about internships (Knouse,
Tanner, & Harris, 1999; Maertz Jr., Stoeberl, & Marks, 2014) as well as a variety of
results that come from internship experiences (D’ Abate, 2010; Gault, Leach, & Duey,
2010; Smayling & Miller, 2012), relatively few have explored individual internship
experiences that contribute to interns’ soft skill development (Damron, 2017; lu, 2014;
Stack & Fede, 2017).

The potential theoretical significance of this study lies in the exploration of an
existing theory in combination with critical factors identified through the internship
literature as a potential lens through which to describe soft skill development among
interns participating in individual internship experiences.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is an abstract representation of the
dynamics between a variety of ideas relevant to better understanding the nature of
internships that develop interns’ soft skills. Decisions about which ideas are most relevant
to this study, as well as their inclusion in its conceptual framework, were based on the
literature review described in Chapter 2.

Based on the literature, the conceptual framework for this study depicts intern soft
skill development during internships, which dwells within the realm of experiential
learning. As will be discussed in the next chapter, from both the experiential learning

literature and the internship literature reviewed, it seems clear that context and biography



are important factors for experiential learning and internships. As such, the ideas of
context and biography are depicted in the conceptual framework of this study. Similarly,
and because the literature reviewed makes it clear that mentorship is an important factor
for internship learning, the idea of mentorship is also depicted in the conceptual
framework of this study. The framework portrays the context and mentorship interns
encounter, as well as the influence of their own biography, as inputs to experiential
learning during an internship.

At its center, this study’s conceptual frame depicts the experiential learning theory
model (Kolb, 2015). As described in the next chapter, Kolb’s experiential learning theory
depicts the transformation of experience into knowledge. In this theory, experience is
gathered in two ways: either by concrete experience through sensation or by abstract
conceptualization through comprehension. Experiential learning theory holds that
experience is transformed into knowledge in two ways: either by reflective observation as
reflection or active experimentation as action.

While experiential learning theory is “a holistic concept” (Kolb, 2015, p. 43), it
does not incorporate the following factors identified in the internship literature that may
contribute to interns’ soft skill development: biography (individual characteristics)
(Barnett, 2012; Narayanan et al., 2010), context (type and variety of tasks) (D’Abate,
Youndt, & Wenzel, 2009; Rothman, 2007), and mentorship (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996;
Holyoak, 2013; Liu, Xu, & Weitz, 2011). Thus, the researcher utilized Kolb’s experiential
learning theory and critical factors identified in the internship literature to inform this
study about how individual internship experiences contribute to the development of

interns’ soft skills.



In the conceptual frame of this study, the model of experiential learning theory
(Kolb, 2015) is circumscribed by a dashed line to represent that it is permeable such that
the elements of context, biography, and mentorship exert influence upon the experiential
learning of any individual intern. Under the influence of context, biography and
mentorship, the conceptual frame depicts soft skills as an output of learning. Informed by
the literature, such soft skills are categorized into the domains of communication,
relationships, and professionalism.

The conceptual frame for this study is presented as Figure 1.1.

Experiential Learning

Internships

Context {Boud et al.,
1993: D’Abate et al.,
2009 Rothman, 2007)

ELT (Kolb, 2015)

- -

y - CE_"™ ”

’ /. \‘\ Soft Skills

I’J\_E RO \ Communication (Stack & Fede, 2017)
. | Relationships (Riggio, 2014h)

\
AY k ./ ," Professionalism (Robles, 2012)
A
N -AC >

Biography (Alheit,
2009; Mezirow, 1992;
Bamett, 2012)

Mentorship (Conleiro
& Sloan: Holyouk,
2013)

Research Question:
What is the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills?

Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework

Summary of Methodology
As an inquiry about human experience, this study necessitated a methodology
effective for describing human experiences; qualitative research offered such a

methodology. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have described how, “Qualitative researchers



are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct
their worlds, and what they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5). Similarly, Denzin and
Lincoln (2011) have noted that, “Qualitative researchers study things in their natural
settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings
people bring to them” (p. 3). To effectively decipher the nature of individual internship
experiences that contribute to the development of interns’ soft skills, a basic qualitative
design was utilized for this exploratory study (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Epistemologically, as an exploratory basic qualitative study, this inquiry proceeded with
an interpretivist paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). This qualitative inquiry was
focused on the individual level of analysis and involved “the collection of data in a
natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44).

The site selected for this study was a non-profit scientific and cultural institution
that supports over 6,000 staff, 150 million collected items, and 25 facilities related to
research and education across a wide variety of disciplines. Every year, approximately
900 permanent staff members at this site mentor about 1800 interns. The individual
internship experiences vary in terms of length (1 week to 2 years) and location (at least
10 locations spread across 25 facilities). This site was ideal for the researcher’s study of
soft skill development among interns because of the large number of interns and the
variety of internship experiences in which they participate.

After applying for and receiving human subjects approval from the site and The
George Washington University, the researcher utilized the site’s intern database to
identify interns that met the following criteria: (a) currently in college; (b) between the

ages of 18-25; and (c) at least 4 weeks into their internship. Thus, the type of purposeful



sampling utilized for this qualitative inquiry was criterion-based (LeCompte & Schensul,
2010; Palinkas et al., 2015). At the time of data collection, summer 2017, there were 400
interns employed at the site. Ninety-eight of them met this criteria and were recruited via
email. The recruitment resulted in 19 in-person, audio-recorded interviews of interns that
met the criteria. The researcher aimed to interview 20-30 interns based on Creswell’s
(2013) sample size guidance in order to achieve saturation — the point at which “new
information obtained does not provide further insight” (Creswell, 2013, p. 195).
Saturation was achieved after the 15" interview.

A third party company transcribed the audio-recorded interviews. In the first step
of the data analysis, the researcher read each transcript in its entirety to familiarize
himself with the intern’s story. Then, the researcher utilized Saldana’s (2016) first and
second cycle coding method. The first cycle of coding used the open coding technique
that resulted in initial codes — the building blocks for the second cycle of coding focused
on a thematic analysis of the qualitative data. To ensure the internal validity, consistency,
and external validity of the inquiry, the researcher relied on a combination of
trustworthiness techniques. These techniques included a reflexivity statement (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016), member checks (Maxwell, 2013), peer review (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016), and thick description (Creswell, 2013).

Delimitations and Limitations

It is important to recognize that this qualitative inquiry was delimited by the
bounds of its design as well as limited by factors that did not exist by design, but were
inherent to the study. Delimitations associated with the study are best summarized by the

research question itself; namely, “What is the nature of internship experiences that



develop interns’ soft skills?”” This question delimited this study to internships; other
forms of experiential learning were not considered. Moreover, the research question of
this study delimited the ability of this investigation from focusing exclusively on any
single aspect of internships (i.e. discipline, academic level, physical set up of the
internship location, etc.) and instead on the entirety of the internship experience that may
contribute to the development of soft skills among interns participating in individual
internship experiences. This broader approach was chosen because, although the
scholarly literature on internships informed this study, little is known about how
individual internship experiences contribute to the development of interns’ soft skills
(Beck & Halim, 2008; Lee-Thomas & Anderson, 2004; Murphy et al., 2014; Narayanan
etal., 2010).

This study was further delimited by the focus on a single outcome of internships,
namely, the development of soft skills. This study was designed to focus on soft skill
development above all other internship outcomes because the lack of soft skills among
today’s young professionals represents a workforce problem in vital need of better
solutions (Robles, 2012).

While a qualitative methodology was most appropriate for this study, the
methodology provided an additional constraint. Had the study been approached from a
more positivist approach, this investigation might have adopted a quantitative
methodology through which results would be more generalizable. As a qualitative
inquiry, the study was delimited because it was designed to place meaning over
measurement; this investigation was designed to describe the phenomenon in depth rather

than to test a theory for widespread applicability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

10



This study was further delimited by its reliance on one research site. The research
site for this investigation was chosen because of its large size, large number, and variety
of internship opportunities. However, the use of one site, even though it is multi-faceted,
limited the transferability of the findings.

Additionally, because recruitment of research participants involved with this
study relied on pre-set criteria, this investigation was also delimited by sampling
methodology. Even though the interviewees had to meet three criteria in order to be
interviewed for the study, the resulting sample of interviewees was quite diverse in terms
of gender, race, ethnicity, and internship location.

Findings from this were limited by the extent to which interviewees were willing
to candidly describe their internship experiences. While this limitation may have been
mitigated by asking well-formed interview questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Seidman, 2013), this study was unavoidably limited by the candidness of its respondents.
The researcher’s status as an employee of the host organization site represented another
possible limitation of this study. It is possible that interviewees were less forthcoming
because they knew the researcher was an employee at the site.

Lastly, the researcher’s potential bias represented a possible study limitation.
Although trustworthiness techniques including a reflexivity statement and peer
review/debrief (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) were incorporated into this study, the potential
bias represents a possible limitation for this qualitative inquiry as the qualitative
researcher is the primary research instrument (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Definition of Key Terms

Experiential Learning:
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“The process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience”
(Kolb, 2015, p. 49).

Experiential Learning Theory (ELT):

“A dynamic view of learning based on a learning cycle driven by the resolution of the
dual dialectics of action/reflection and experience/abstraction” (Kolb, 2015, p. 50).
Internship:

“An internship is a form of experiential learning that integrates knowledge and theory
learned in the classroom with practical application and skills development in a
professional setting. Internships give students the opportunity to gain valuable applied
experience and make connections in professional fields they are considering for career
paths; and give employers the opportunity to guide and evaluate talent.” (National
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2011, p. 1).

Soft Skills:

“Character traits, attitudes, and behaviors — rather than technical aptitude or knowledge.
Soft skills are the intangible, nontechnical, personality-specific skills that determine one’s

strengths as a leader, facilitator, mediator, and negotiator” (Robles, 2012, p. 457).
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction: Topics, Purpose, and Methods of the Literature Review

While the way internships develop interns’ soft skills is not well understood (Beck
& Halim, 2008; Lee-Thomas & Anderson, 2004; Murphy et al., 2014; Narayanan et al.,
2010), evidence that internship experiences develop intern soft skills is substantial (Beck
& Halim, 2008; Cord & Clements, 2010; Murphy et al., 2014). To guide this study on the
nature of internship experiences that develop intern soft skills, this chapter reviews
relevant literature related to experiential learning, internships, experiential learning
theory, and soft skills.

This literature review was conducted by searching the electronic databases of
Google, Google Scholar, ABI/Inform Complete Plus, Business Source Complete,
ProQuest (including ProQuest Dissertation and Theses Global), and EBSCO Host.
Initiated in May of 2013, the literature search has continued through the dissertation
writing process. While some older, foundational sources related to the topics of this study
have been included, this search has focused primarily on literature published since 1985.
This timeframe was chosen because it represents the period during which the modern
concept of the internship has come into vogue both in terms of practice and as a subject
of study (Hurst & Good, 2010).

The primary keyword terms for this literature search, used both separately and in
combinations, singular and plural, included: intern, internship, soft skills, soft skill
development, and experiential learning. Because the meaning of some of these terms is
restricted specifically to topics associated with this study, the search yielded results that

were particularly precise. This was advantageous from an efficiency standpoint, but
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possibly disadvantageous in terms of missing relevant literature on the periphery. To
ensure that the search did not suffer from tunnel vision because of these precise terms, a
secondary set of keywords related but not completely synonymous with topics of this
study were also used. Searches involving these secondary keywords, used both separately
and in combinations, singular and plural, included: adult learning, workplace learning,
informal learning, apprentice, apprenticeship, cooperative education, interpersonal skills,
social skills, communication skills, creativity, problem solving, professionalism, courtesy,
flexibility, integrity, positive attitude, responsibility, and work ethic. These secondary
keywords were chosen because they represented terms that frequently appeared in
sources found by searching for the primary set of keywords. While in most cases
information gained through this secondary level of search did not contribute directly to
this review, it did help ensure that main keyword search results were considered in a
greater context. Peer reviewed articles on Kolb (1984a, 2015) were also considered as
part of the literature review for this study.

Decisions about whether to include or exclude specific literature in this review
depended on the extent to which a source related directly to the topics of experiential
learning, internships, soft skills, and experiential learning theory. The first four sections
of this chapter review literature related to each of these topics, respectively. These
sections are followed by others that summarize the literature reviewed, outline literature-

based inferences, and present a conceptual framework for this research study.
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The Literature on Experiential Learning

This section reviews literature on experiential learning. It includes discussion
about the definition and characteristics of experiential learning, as well as its origins. The
section also offers a summary of the literature on experiential learning.
Definitions and Characteristics of Experiential Learning

Experiential learning refers to the general concept of learning from experience
(Elias & Merriam, 2005; Fenwick, 2001; Kasworm, Rose, & Ross-Gordon, 2010;
Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). For the sake of discussion about this study
on internships, clarity about what is meant by experiential learning is particularly
important because this term is sometimes used synonymously with forms of experiential
education similar to internships. When experiential learning is used in this way, the term
describes co-curricular, extra-curricular, or post-curricular platforms of education. In
other words, “a common usage of the term “experiential learning” defines it as a
particular form of learning from life experience; often contrasted with lecture and
classroom learning” (Kolb, 2015, p. xviii). However, in this study the term experiential
learning is used in a broader sense, to describe, “a holistic integrative perspective on
learning that combines experience, perception, cognition, and behavior” (Kolb, 2015, p.
31).

A variety of experiential learning definitions, which reflect the meaning of the

term as a concept of learning from experience, are presented in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1 Experiential Learning Definitions

Source

Definition

Boydell, 1976, pp. 19-20

Tumin, 1976, p. 41

Chickering, 1977, p. 63

Keeton & Tate, 1978, p. 2

Cell, 1984, p. 28

McGill & Warner Weil,
1989, p. 248

Boud, Cohen, & Walker,
1993, pp. 8-16

Fenwick, 2001, p. 1

“experiential learning is synonymous with ‘meaningful-
discovery’ learning which involves the learner in sorting
things out for himself by restructuring his perceptions of
what is happening”

“the contrast between non-experiential and experiential
learning is one between more and less abstract and more
and less linguistic sets of symbols that are employed in the
transactions in which learning takes place”

“experiential learning means that learning that occurs when
changes in judgements, feelings or skills result for a
particular person from living through an event or events”

“learning in which the learner is directly in touch with the
realities being studied. It is contrasted with the learner who
only reads about, hears about, talks about, or writes about
these realities but never comes into contact with them as
part of the learning process”

“all significant experiential learning is a change in the
learner — a change in behavior, in interpretation, in
autonomy, or in creativity, or a combination of these
changes”

“the process whereby people individually and in association
with others, engage in direct encounter, then purposefully
reflect upon, validate, transform, give personal meaning to
and seek to integrate their different ways of knowing”

“learners actively construct their own experience; a holistic
process; socially and culturally constructed; influenced by
the socioemotional context in which it occurs”

“experiential learning means a process of human cognition.
The root of the word cognition in fact means “to learn,” and
thus the two terms are used interchangeably following
standard usage within each perspective”
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Moon, 2004, p. 120 “intention to learn at a particular time or from a particular
experience is what justifies the use of a term such as
‘experiential learning” and provides a distinction from
incidental and what we call ‘everyday’ learning”

Heron, 2009, p. 145 “experiential learning is acquiring knowledge of being and
beings through emphatic resonance, felt participation”

Beard & Wilson, 2013, p. “experiential learning is the sense-making process of active
26 engagement between the inner world of the person and the
outer world of the environment”

As this list illustrates, there are a great diversity of experiential learning definitions that
may be found in the literature. While some definitions emphasize what actions are taken
by the learner, others focus on how action is taken by the learner, while yet others focus
on the results of a learner’s actions. Moon (2004) has noted that because, “literature on
experiential learning is diverse and there is no easy summary that can pull it all together”
(p. 119), it might be argued that all learning happens through experience.

However, such an argument may be tempered by the observation that despite the
diversity of definitions, all share a common allegiance to the idea that experience is the
primary source of knowledge and that learning is transformational for the learner.
Moreover, the notion that all learning might be described as experiential learning may be
met with Dewey’s (1938) point that, while all learning results from experience, not all
experience results in learning.

Nevertheless, “clearly the role of experience in learning is highly complex”
(Merriam et al., 2007, p. 169) such that wrangling a common definition from the diversity
of scholarship on experiential learning is hard (Moon, 2004). At a basic level, the concept

has perhaps been most succinctly summarized by Kolb (1984b), who has described

17



experiential learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience” (p. 38). Because Kolb’s concept has been foundational and
is therefore interoperable to so many others (Merriam & Bierema, 2014), his is the
primary experiential learning definition that guided this study. Kolb’s view of experiential
learning is modeled by experiential learning theory, which is discussed later in this
chapter. But even though the publication of Kolb’s ideas has been so foundational,
experiential learning scholarship did not begin and certainly has not ended there.
Origins of Experiential Learning

The origins of experiential learning go far back in time. Around the fifth century
B.C. Confucius (trans. 1997) is reported to have said that, “man has three ways of acting
wisely. First on reflection, which is the noblest; second, by imitation, with is the easiest;
and third by experience, which is the bitterest” (p. 279). As early as 350 B.C., Aristotle
(trans. 2000) noted that, “with a view to action, experience seems in no respect inferior to
art, and men of experience succeed even better than those who have theory without
experience.”

During the Enlightenment, rationalist philosopher René Descartes posited that
God “laid down these laws in nature just as a king lays down laws in his kingdom. There
is no single one that we cannot understand if our minds turn to consider it” (Frankfurt,
1977, p. 36). In contrast, his empiricist contemporary John Locke (1714) observed that,
“experience here must teach me what reason cannot” (p. 303). It was during this period
that philosophical debates raged between rationalists and empiricists with the former
believing that knowledge only comes through logical thought and the latter believing that

knowledge is primarily obtained through the senses. Though some like Kant sought to
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resolve this debate by arguing that both rationality and empiricism are important for the
formation of knowledge (“Answering the question: What is enlightenment,” 2015),
philosophical tension between rationality and empiricism continues, especially among
those who think about experiential learning, to this day.

Kolb (2015) has noted that it was in continued challenge of rationalist
philosophies, which had “dominated thinking about learning and education since the
Middle Ages” (p. 12) that scholars first began to develop ideas about experiential
learning. Among the earliest of these were American Pragmatists such as James (1890a)
who focused on the importance of pure experience. It was also around this same time that
Dewey, who as Kolb has noted “supported James in his theory of radical empiricism and
pure experience” (p. 24), began to offer his ideas about learning and experience.

Dewey (1934) wrote that, “experience occurs continuously because the interaction
of live creatures and environing conditions are involved in the very process of living” (p.
35) and that “all genuine education comes about through experience” (Dewey, 1938, p.
13). However, Dewey’s dedication to experience was balanced by his belief that not all
experience results in learning but rather, for learning to take place as a result of
experience, there must be an element of reflection. This is the process that Dewey (1896)
described as a reflexive arc. These ideas are manifested in modern views that describe
experiential learning as a continuous, reflexive process and one that results more from
some types of experiences more than others.

Lewin (1951) developed the idea of experiential learning further by demonstrating
how learning can be enhanced in small groups when direct experience is immediately

followed by opportunities to evaluate those experiences. Lewin’s work not only
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reaffirmed the importance of reflection in experiential learning, but also demonstrated
how understanding about experiential learning was not just theoretical, but could be
applied practically. The concept of experiential learning was furthered by Piaget (1966)
who described how experience shapes intelligence and is a, “product of the interaction
between the person and his or her environment” (Kolb, 2015, p. 12).

It was around this time that scholars like Freire (1970) popularized the idea that
non-formal, self-directed experiential learning offers a means of liberation and
empowerment, especially to the underserved and oppressed. Freire described how
learners may continually make and remake themselves through a praxis that allows
people to, “move from a fatalistic, passive acceptance of their situation, to realizing they
can have some influence, to critical consciousness” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 88).

Since the publication of Kolb’s (1984a) model of experiential learning as “the
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38),
scholars have continued to build on the idea of experiential learning. Boud, Cohen, and
Walker (1993) have described how the experiential learning process is invariably
impacted by the social, cultural, and emotional contexts in which it happens. Experiential
learning scholars like Alheit (2009), have developed the notion that, “important learning
can only be understood concretely in relation to the biography of the learner” (2009, p.
116). At the same time, other experiential learning scholars like Mezirow (1991) have
focused on the idea of experiential learning as a transformation of a learner’s habit in
mind involving critical reflection about disorienting dilemmas or progressive insight.

Some of the very earliest recorded thinkers such as Confucius and Aristotle put

forth the notion that learning through experience is as good if not better than learning
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about theory alone. Since the turn of the twentieth century, this notion has continued to
evolve. However, even many modern ideas about experiential learning have roots in both
empiricist and rationalist traditions and in many ways, represent a fusion of the two.
Summary of the Literature on Experiential Learning

This section has reviewed the literature on experiential learning relevant to
understanding the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. In this
study, experiential learning refers to the process of learning in which knowledge is
gained through experience. Though the idea that learning happens through experience
unites many, different scholars have emphasized different characteristics of this process.

Many of these differences stem from the history of thinking about experiential
learning. Contemporary thinking about experiential learning represents a fusion between
rationalist and empiricist philosophies that have evolved over centuries of scholarship.
Modern scholars have cited the importance of reflection, context, biography, and a
complex mix of characteristics especially important for understanding experiential
learning. Uniting the full landscape of thinking about experiential learning is a challenge
(Moon, 2004). However, among the experiences recognized as being a part of the
experiential learning landscape are those offered by internships.

The Literature on Internships

This section reviews literature on internships, especially sources relevant to
understanding the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. It
describes literature related to internship definitions, origins, characteristics, and results.
The section also discusses internships from the perspective of different adult learning

concepts, and offers a summary of the internship literature reviewed.
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Definitions of Internships

Among practitioners who manage internship programs — and among scholars who
study them — there is no universally recognized definition of the term internship (P.
Gardner & Bartkus, 2014). However, alternative definitions of internships relate mostly
to variation in the how these experiences are structured and delivered. Gardner and
Bartkus (2014) have identified 11 different names for work-education experiences
including: 1) work-integrated learning, 2) work-based learning, 3) cooperative and work-
integrated education, 4) vocational education and training, 5) career and technical
education, 6) work placement, 7) project-based learning, 8) experiential education, 9)
experiential learning, 10) professional development, and 11) community/civic education.
They also have identified six different names for how work-education experiences are
delivered including: 1) cooperative education, 2) internships, 3) externships, 4)
apprenticeships, 5) practicums, and 6) service learning. Gardner and Bartkus have noted
that despite the differences in terminology among different work-education experiences
and how they are delivered, that “they all share a fundamental belief that integrating a
practical experience (such as work) with an educational experience (such as formal
coursework) creates synergies that result in meaningful benefits for students and other
stakeholders” (p. 37) and that all, “share a similar philosophical belief that students
benefit from the integration of practical work experience and relevant education” (p. 38).

The notion that an internship is fundamentally an opportunity to integrate
classroom experience with workplace experience appears in numerous definitions of
internships offered by a range of scholars. Some of these definitions are listed in Table

2.2.
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Table 2.2 Experiential Learning Definitions

Source

Definition

Taylor, 1988, p. 393

Stretch & Harp, 1991, p.
67

Inkster & Ross, 1995, p.
67

J. Gault et al., 2000, p. 46

Littke, 2004, p. 124

Gochenauer & Winter,
2004, p. 137

Beck & Halim, 2008, p.
151

Merrit, 2008, p. 1

D’ Abate, Youndt, &
Wenzel, 2009, p. 527

Narayanan, Olk, &
Fukami, 2010, p. 61

“structured and career relevant work experiences obtained
by students prior to graduation from an academic program”

“controlled experiential learning where a student receives
academic credit while employed by an organization in a
chosen area of interest”

“structured and supervised professional experiences in an
approved organization or agency where students earn
academic credit upon completion of the experience”

“generally refer to part-time field experiences and
encompass a wide variety of academic disciplines and
organizational settings”

“real work integrated into the everyday world of the school”

“internships combine academic learning with supervised
practical experience and serve as a link from the classroom
to the workplace”

“an internship is supervised practical training undertaken by
advanced students or recent graduates”

“are work-based educational experiences that relate to
specific jobs, positions, occupations, or professions. They
are career-oriented curricular endeavors of practical
application”

“learning tools for students to help fill the gap between
classroom learning and the practice of business”

“an internship involves a term-length placement of an
enrolled student in an organization — sometimes with pay,
sometimes without pay — with a faculty supervisor, a
company supervisor, and some academic earned toward a
degree”

Though some (Eisenbrey, 2012) make little distinction between internships and

regular employment, a variety of recent U.S. legal decisions strengthen the position that

internships should primarily be considered learning opportunities, not a form of work
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(United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, 2015, 2017). The National
Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE, 2011) has offered a definition that
perhaps best captures the combined sentiment of the above definitions, which states that,

An internship is a form of experiential learning that integrates knowledge and

theory learned in the classroom with practical application and skills development

in a professional setting. Internships give students the opportunity to gain valuable
applied experience and make connections in professional fields they are
considering for career paths; and give employers the opportunity to guide and

evaluate talent (p. 1).

In practice, internships take a variety of forms and may include a wide range of
people, places, and circumstances. Recognizing that internships take place in a wide
variety of fields, the NACE definition of internships is not specific about what kind of
knowledge or theory has been learned. In the same way, the reference to classroom is not
specific about a type of classroom involved. Rather, it implies only that some kind of
formal learning, which Eraut (2000) has described as prescribed, organized, involving a
teacher, associated with qualification, and having externally specified outcomes, informs
the internship.

The internship concept draws a distinction between knowledge learned as theory
in a formal setting and its practical application. Merriam-Webster (2015) has defined
practical as, “actively engaged in some course of action or occupation” (“Practical”).
Moreover, the internship definition specifies that this practical application occurs in a
professional setting, in other words, a place involving business “engaged in by persons
receiving financial return” (Merriam-Webster, 2015b). In other words, internships tend

not to occur in organizations that are wholly staffed by part-time volunteers. Rather,

internships are associated with organizations staffed with professional practitioners. As
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the NACE (2011) definition describes, journey into the professional world through an
internship involves guidance or mentorship.

Thus, while there are a variety of internship definitions, most share the idea that
informal learning through experience in the working world enhances formal lessons
learned in a classroom. The uniformity of this idea across most conceptualizations of
internships stems in part from the origins of the internship idea. To fully appreciate the
characteristics of modern internships, it is useful to briefly examine their origin.
Origins of Internships

One of the first references to what might be called an internship appeared in the
Code of Hammurabi, which stated that “if an artisan take a son for adoption and teach
him his handicraft, one may not bring claim for him” (Cooper, 1904). Writing The
Odyssey about a thousand years later, Homer named the character who helps guide
Odysseus’ son Telemakhos in his journey to reunite with his father Mentor (Daloz, 2012).
Understanding that the idea of mentorship is important for any discussion of modern
internships because, during an internship, mentors have a vital role in guiding the
learning of interns (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996; Liu, Xu, & Weitz, 2011; Rothman, 2007).

In eleventh and twelfth century Europe it was groups of these would-be mentors,
known as masters, that would form “themselves into a guild or union and were thus able
to decide for themselves who was worthy enough to be admitted to their number”
(Wellington, Bathmaker, Cheryl, McCulloch, & Sikes, 2005, p. 5). These guilds
developed the idea of apprenticeship, a precursor to the idea of internship. Under the
mentorship of masters across a range of disciplines, apprentices had an opportunity to

develop trade skills, eventually achieving the status of journeymen and with time, masters
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themselves (Spradlin, 2009). The idea of guilds represented an innovation because before
it, both in Europe as well as in many other societies around the world, the transfer of
workplace knowledge from one generation to the next had been kept mostly within
families (Ferguson, 2011). Developing a system in which communities of masters could
provide opportunities to pass on their special knowledge to apprentices helped propel the
scientific and technological advances of early modern Europe unlike that of anywhere
else (Kuhn, 1970).

These traditions were carried to America by European settlers such that by 1776,
many signers of the Declaration of Independence — including Franklin (Isaacson, 2003),
Washington (Ellis, 2004), Jefferson (Meacham, 2012), and Adams (McCullough, 2001) —
had started their careers by doing apprenticeships. By the beginning of the twentieth
century, apprenticeships in the United States continued to thrive as a way to transfer
occupational skills and knowledge from one generation to the next. The Accounting
Department at the University of Cincinnati began the first U.S. cooperative education
program in 1906 (Henry, Razzouk, & Hoverland, 1988; Thiel & Hartley, 1997). In 1911,
Wisconsin became the first state to pass legislation that created an organized system of
apprenticeships, and in 1939, the U.S. Congress passed a National Apprenticeship Act
(“History of Apprenticeship,” 2014).

It was also around this time, just after World War I, that the word intern first
started to be used in the U.S. to describe a medical physician who had received a medical
degree but did not yet have enough practical experience or a license to practice medicine
(Haire & Oloffson, 2009). Since that time, internships have become “almost ubiquitous in

higher education” (P. Gardner & Bartkus, 2014, p. 46). Numerous studies have
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documented the rise in U.S. internships, especially over the last three decades, due to
their perceived value by students, educators, and employers (Henthorne, Eastering, &
Jernigan, 1990; Hurst & Good, 2010; Internships.com, 2014; Spradlin, 2009).

The internship idea is old in the sense that educating newcomers in the workplace
through exposure to practice is a notion that has been with humankind for a long time. On
the other hand, the modern concept of work-integrated learning that we describe as
internships is new in the sense that it is now intertwined with modern institutionalized
systems of higher education, as well as changes in the nature of work itself. While
modern versions of the internship idea may be systemic and scalable for accommodating
greater numbers of would-be interns at a time, at their core, internships continue to be
built around guidance by a mentor. To help make sense of the rise of internships —
especially over the last twenty-five years — a number of studies have examined
characteristics of internships.

Characteristics of Internships

Maertz et al. (2014) has noted that to be distinguishable from regular W-2
employees or 1099 contractors, internships should be limited or short-term engagements
and have a specific learning focus. Under these conditions, Maertz et al. have identified
11 different dimensions that vary among different internships including: 1) paid vs.
unpaid, 2) full-time vs part time, 3) enrolled as a student or not, 4) receiving academic
credit or not, 5) formal academic requirements or none, 6) arranged directly with an
employer or through a school, 7) specific assigned duties or none, 8) project based format
or job-based format, 9) faculty mentor or none, 10) work mentor or none, 11) opportunity

for future employment implied or not. Maertz et al. have suggested that these dimensions
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may be useful for internship stakeholders to describe variation among different
internships.

While the issue of paid internships vs unpaid internships has been a topic of
popular discussion, research has demonstrated that all internships, “lead to important
gains for many of our students” (Crain, 2016, p. 8) regardless of whether they involve
pay (Guarise & Kostenblatt, 2018). Although there is some evidence to suggest that
unpaid internships offer better experiences for the development of general skills while
paid internships offer better experiences for the development of more discipline specific
skills. (Crain, 2016), studies have found, “little evidence to support the hypotheses that
students who complete paid internships are more likely to secure full-time employment or
graduate school enrollment within six months of graduation compared to students who
completed unpaid internships” (Townsley, Lierman, Watermill, & Rousseau, 2017, p. 28).

A factor that seems to have great impact on the nature of interns’ experiences has
to do with the significance of context and clarity of tasks they are given (D’Abate et al.,
2009; Rothman, 2007). Interns perceive internship experiences to be more positive when
placed in contexts in which they believe their work is important and also when they are
able to get exposure to different parts of an organization other than their primary
assignment (Rothman, 2007). Interns have also reported positive internship experiences
when they have opportunities to engage in high quality communication with assigned
mentors (Rothman, 2007).

Research has found that an intern’s relationship with their mentor is by far their
most important during an internship; numerous studies have focused on interactions

between interns and mentors specifically. Cordeiro and Sloan (1996) found that the
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number and quality of interactions interns have with their mentors is closely associated
with intern satisfaction. Moreover, researchers have found that as the quality of the
relationship between mentor and intern increases, so too do interns’ positive opinions
about the industry in which they are doing an internship (Liu et al., 2011).

There is evidence that the relationship between intern and mentor is not just one-
way, but reciprocal. In other words, better relationships between interns and mentors are
associated with better experiences for both interns and mentors (Woodside, Ziegler, &
Paulus, 2009). Conversely, research has demonstrated that where low quality
relationships exist between interns and mentors, interns build stronger relationships with
each other. In such cases where mentorship is absent, relationships between interns can
become the most important factor for intern learning (Woodside et al., 2009).

Numerous researchers have concluded that reflection is a key for interns to reach
the full potential of internship experiences (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008). Several studies
have documented benefits that interns report when they engage in journaling
(McCormick, 1993), or other forms of reflective practice (Clark, 2003; Lang &
McNaught, 2013) as a way to make sense of their internship experience.

In summary, main structural factors of internships known to be associated with
positive internship experiences have to do with interns having clear expectations about
the experience they are entering as well as a perception that their internship activities are
important. The extent to which that happens during an internship is often dependent on
the nature of the relationships an intern creates and maintains during an internship. While
the relationship an intern creates and maintains with a mentor seems to be of principal

importance, where that relationship is weak, the relationships that interns maintain with
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each other can be more important. Another characteristic that seems to have a significant
influence on the nature of internship experiences is the opportunity for interns to engage
in reflection about their experiences. Studies that have examined the characteristics of
internships are paralleled by literature that has examined internship results.

Results of Internships

Evidence shows that internship experiences greatly affect interns’ values,
attitudes, and expectations. Moghaddam (2014) has demonstrated that internships have a
significant effect on shaping both the personal and business values of business students.
Research has shown that internships have a significant effect on bridging the gap between
interns’ expectations about the workplace and the reality they face once they actually
enter the working world (Barnett, 2012). Interns have reported that they are surprised by
the importance of communication and the relative lack of direction people are given in
the workplace. Moreover, interns have reported that they are surprised by the time
commitment that people make in the workplace — that work ends when tasks are finished,
not necessarily when the work day is scheduled to be over (Barnett, 2012).

Particularly relevant for this investigation on the nature of internship experiences
that develop interns’ soft skills, the evidence seems clear that internships do, in fact, lead
to the development of soft skills (Stack & Fede, 2017), which are discussed in more
detail later in this chapter. Studies have confirmed that internships develop soft skill
competencies like interpersonal communication (Cord & Clements, 2010), getting along
with others (Beck & Halim, 2008), and entrepreneurial skills (Varghese et al., 2012).

Relatively few studies have examined how internship experiences develop soft

skills (Stack & Fede, 2017). Although, the dissertation literature offers a few examples.
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lu (2014) found that the longer an internship lasted and the variety of tasks an internship
involved had a positive impact on the development of soft skills among business school
interns. More recently, Damron (2017) found that forced interactions, organizational
hierarchy, and corporate culture were factors that influenced intern soft skill development
among accounting interns.

While there is substantial evidence that internships develop soft skills and an
emerging body of literature about how internships develop soft skills, the record seems
clear that interns are able to gain more technical competencies, or hard skills (described
in more depth later in this chapter), through internship experiences (Hynie, Jensen,
Johnny, Wedlock, & Phipps, 2011). As internships lead to the development of both soft
skills and hard skills, it follows that increased competencies in both sorts of skills might
lead to improved performance. Indeed, this is what research has shown.

Studies have demonstrated that the skills an intern develops during an internship
improves their performance during that same internship (Hynie et al., 2011). However,
there is also evidence to suggest that intern’s satisfaction with their internship influences
their performance at that internship. While evidence linking job satisfaction and job
performance among regular employees remains somewhat inconclusive, Smayling and
Miller (2012) found that internship performance is linked to intern satisfaction.

There is much evidence showing internships have a significantly positive effect
on student performance in school (Knouse et al., 1999). In particular, research has found
that students who do internships perform significantly better on live-case school
assignments, such as real-world scenario simulations, compared to their peers without

internship experience (R. D. Green & Farazmand, 2012). Students have also reported that

31



internships increase their appreciation for the practical applicability of theory learned in
the classroom (Hynie et al., 2011).

Recent studies have shown that internships also have an impact on interns’ career
choices. For example, Rothman (2016) found that approximately 50% of business
students who did internships reported that career goals had been confirmed because of the
internship experience.

A range of studies have demonstrated relationships between internships and career
success. Studies have demonstrated that, “GPA and the total number of internships a
student completed as an undergraduate student are the major predictors of initial career
outcomes” (Townsley et al., 2017, p. 6). Researchers have attributed the connection
between internships and career success to employers’ perceptions that internships lead to
the development of greater skills and performance (P. Gardner, 2013).

But there is also evidence to show that regardless of employers’ perceptions,
developmental interactions like internships also equip interns for career success by
offering greater opportunities to, “network and gain visibility and exposure, to be
socialized or oriented to an industry, to build confidence and self-esteem, to practice with
hands-on application, and/or to develop skills or knowledge” (D’Abate, 2010, p. 151).
Some interns find career success through their internship because they are hired by the
organization that hosts their internship. Research has shown that even in these cases,
greater performance during the internship leads to both a greater chance of being hired
and higher starting salaries after being hired (Jack Gault et al., 2010).

Internships also have a significant effect on subsequent intern skills, and skills

developed through internships clearly have applicability outside of internships. Many
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studies have found a significant association between internships and career success. The
effect that different internship characteristics have on internship results, and the ways
such characteristics effect internship results have also been a subject of interest for
scholars, particularly those who evaluate internships from the perspective of different
adult learning concepts.

Adult Learning and Internships

Different scholars have sought to understand more about the nature of learning
and internship experiences by examining them through lenses based on a variety of adult
learning concepts.

The mid-1980s rise in internship popularity coincided with Kolb’s (1984a)
introduction of experiential learning theory. From that perspective, Kolb noted that,
“internships, field placements, work/study assignments, structured exercises and role
plays, gaming simulations, and other forms of experience-based education are playing a
larger role in the curricula of undergraduate and professional programs” (p. 3).
Alternatively, some scholars have examined internships from the standpoint of situated
learning theory. For example, Cordeiro and Sloan (1996) evaluated interns’ experiences
from the situated learning perspective of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP, Lave &
Wenger, 1991), characterizing different stages of internship experiences based on how
close the intern was to their mentor and how long the intern had been engaged in the
internship. Using the situated learning concept of communities of practice (COP, Wenger,
1998), Holyoak (2013) demonstrated that the quality of an internship experience is
proportional to both the mentor’s willingness to teach and the intern’s willingness to

learn.
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Other scholars have examined internships from the perspective of social learning
theory. For example, Wasonga and Murphy (2006) evaluated how internship learning
happens through the transfer of tacit knowledge as described by Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995). Research that has approached the study of internships from the perspective of
tacit knowledge has focused on ways that intern learning is often contextual and very
spontaneous.

Thus, past research has examined the nature of internship experiences from the
perspectives of experiential, situated, and social learning. Scholars examining internships
from the perspective of experiential learning theory have demonstrated that it is often not
only the concrete experiences interns have, but also the opportunities to reflect on those
experiences, that are among the most important components to intern learning (Tener,
2004; Whitney, 1984). Researchers emphasizing the importance of relationships have
demonstrated that the quality of relationships interns maintain with each other, and
especially with their mentors, is related to the quality of learning conditions that interns
encounter (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996; Holyoak, 2013). Those who have examined
internships through the social learning idea of tacit knowledge have revealed that
significant learning happens during an internship because internships provide many
unpredictable situations that are conducive for the transfer of implicit knowledge
(Wasonga & Murphy, 2006).

Summary of Literature on Internships

This section has reviewed literature on internships relevant to understanding the

nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. There has been a long

tradition of internships, or their historical equivalents, offering opportunities for learners

34



to integrate knowledge learned in the classroom with its practical application and skills
development in the workplace. In the modern sense, internships cover a broad spectrum
of circumstances and impact a wide range of stakeholders, but are nonetheless united
around the consensus that internships are beneficial for students, educators, and
employers. As internships have risen in popularity among students, educators, and
employers — especially over the last three decades — they have also received more
attention as a subject of study by scholars.

The internship literature has described both internship characteristics and
internship results. Among the most important results of internships are: changed
expectations, skill development, increased performance, and better career outcomes.
Studies based on experiential learning theory, legitimate peripheral participation,
communities of practice, and tacit knowledge have suggested that intern learning is
strengthened where there are opportunities for interns to have a range of experiences, to
reflect on those experiences, and to build strong relationships while doing so. Despite the
range of studies on internships, relatively few have focused on the ways internships
develop interns’ soft skills (Stack & Fede, 2017).

The Literature on Soft Skills

This section reviews literature on soft skills, especially sources relevant to
understanding the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. It
describes literature related to soft skill definitions and characteristics, a discussion about
soft skill origins, as well as a sub-section about the measurements and development of

soft skills. Finally, this section offers a summary of the literature on soft skills.
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Definition and Characteristics of Soft Skills

Riggio (2014b) has highlighted the need for researchers to focus more on soft

skills, noting that compared to the study of more technical, so-called hard skills:

researchers have developed no accepted, guiding models for categorizing leaders’

soft skills (nor understanding where the hard skills leave off and the soft skills

begin). Instead, there are odd collections of competencies, abilities, and behaviors
that constitute the soft side of leadership. Moreover, there are not comprehensive,

guiding frameworks for skill development. (p. 2)

Riggio has also noted that while many researchers do not actually like the term soft skills

to refer to interpersonal or communication skills, none have yet to come up with a more

accepted term. A summary of soft skill definitions is illustrated in .

Table 2.3 Soft Skill Definitions

Source

Definition

Whitmore & Fry, 1972,

p. 6

Klaus, 2007, p. 1

Laker & Powell, 2011,
p. 113

Robles, 2012, p. 455

Kamin, 2013, p. 7

“job related skills involving actions affecting primarily
people and paper, e.g., inspecting troops, supervising
office personnel, conducting studies, preparing
maintenance reports, preparing efficiency reports,
designing bridge structures”

“being self-aware, trustworthiness, conscientiousness,
adaptability, critical thinking, attitude, initiative,
empathy, confidence, integrity, self-control,
organizational awareness, likability, influence, risk
taking, problem solving, leadership, time management”

“leadership, self-management, conflict resolution,
communication, emotional intelligence”

“communication, courtesy, flexibility, integrity,
interpersonal skills, positive attitude, professionalism,
responsibility, teamwork, work ethic”

“listening, empathy, interpersonal communication, team
building, group dynamics, sensitivity to others,
compassion, integrity, honesty”

36



Hurrell, Scholarios, &  “non-technical and not reliant on abstract reasoning,
Thompson, 2013, p. 162 involving interpersonal and intrapersonal abilities to
facilitate mastered performance in particular contexts”

Lazarus, 2013, p. 40 “the cluster of personality traits, social graces, facility
with language, and personal habits that mark each of us
to varying degrees”

Chuang & Chen, 2014, *“problem solving, thinking inventively, the ability to

p. 26 compromise, negotiate and persuade, the ability to
mentor, teach, communicate, network and perform
public speaking”

Cherniss & Boyatzis, “interpersonal and communication skills such as active
2014, "Related listening, providing feedback effectively, and dealing
Research," para. 3 with conflict. Soft skill also could involve more general

abilities such as empathy, assertiveness, and resilience”

Riggio, 2014b, p. 1 “inspiring, motivating, and persuading followers,
building good working relationships, networking,
rallying and cajoling”

Tulgan, 2015, p. 7 “Encompass a wide range of non-technical skills
ranging from “self-awareness” to “people skills” to
“problem solving” to “teamwork™”

Stewart et al., 2016, p.  “soft skills are non-technical, applied skills that

277 employees are expected to possess and are oftentimes
difficult to measure. Soft skills such as communication,
problem solving, and critical thinking are important
skills to have in any industry but are especially
important in global environment”

Stack & Fede, 2017 “communication, teamwork, initiative, and analytical
thinking”

National Association of “information processing, teamwork, planning/prioritizing,
Colleges and Employers decision making/problem solving, and verbal
(NACE), 2017b, p. 1 communication”

As Table 2.3 illustrates, while researchers have used a variety of terms to describe soft

skills, most seem associated with three areas: communication, relationships, and
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professionalism. One way terms from the literature align with each of these domains is

illustrated in Table 2.4.

Table 2.4 Soft Skill Domains

Communication

Relationships

Professionalism

influence, communication,
listening, interpersonal
communication,
compassion, facility with
language, negotiate,
persuade, network, public
speaking, active listening,
providing feedback,
inspiring, motivating,
rallying, cajoling, verbal
communication

trustworthiness, empathy,
likability, conflict
resolution, emotional
intelligence, interpersonal
skills, teamwork, team
building, group dynamics,
sensitivity to others, social
graces, compromise,
mentor, working
relationships, teamwork

supervising,
conscientiousness,
adaptability, critical
thinking, attitude, initiative,
confidence, integrity, self-
control, organizational
awareness, risk taking,
problem solving, leadership,
time management, self-
management, courtesy,
flexibility, positive attitude,
professionalism,
responsibility, work ethic,
honesty, performance,
assertiveness, resilience,
self-awareness, analytical
thinking, information
processing,
planning/prioritizing,

Assigning terms from the literature to these three domains may be somewhat arbitrary,

and arguably, any one of these terms might fit in more than one domain. However, in

order to consider the breadth of literature on soft skills within the practical realities of

research design, the primary soft skill domains guiding this study are those that most

align with the literature. Namely, these are skills related to: communication, relationships,

and professionalism.
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Communication is, “a process by which information is exchanged between
individuals through a common system of symbols, signs, or behavior” (Merriam-Webster,
2017a). Relationships are, “a state of affairs existing between those having relations or
dealings” (Merriam-Webster, 2017¢). Hence while both communication and relationships
involve interactions, as a state of affairs, the idea of relationship suggests more
permanence that goes beyond the process of information exchange involved with
communication.

Professionalism is “characterized by or conforming to the technical or ethical
standards of a profession” (Merriam-Webster, 2015b). Burchard (2017) has noted that,
“systems are what separate the pro from the novice (p. 6) while Pressfield (2002) has
described the term professional as an idea that may be contrasted with the notion of
amateur, writing that, “the amateur plays for fun. The professional plays for keeps. To the
amateur, the game is his avocation. To the pro, it’s his vocation” (p. 61).

Robles (2012) has noted that soft skills can be continually developed through
practical application in daily life both inside and outside the workplace. Mitchell and
White (2010) have found that different stakeholders value soft skills in different ways
depending on where they live. Similarly, Pinkoswka and Lent (2011) have found that
cultural differences can change people’s conceptualization of soft skills. Similarly,
Hurrell (2013) has pointed out that the extent to which soft skills are important in the
workplace somewhat depends on the nature of the work being done. For example,
compared to a hotel concierge, a hotel engineer may have fewer opportunities to

demonstrate or need highly developed soft skills.
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Especially over the last decade, scholars have focused more on the idea of soft
skills (Riggio, 2014b). One way researchers have considered soft skills is by comparing
them with more technical, so-called “hard skills.” Generally, soft skills fall into the
domains of communication, relationships, and professionalism. The extent to which soft
skills are developed or applied in the workplace may depend on cultural, geographic, or
disciplinary differences. Among the reasons soft skills have been ever more in demand
and received increasing attention over the last decade stems in large part from how the
idea of soft skills has evolved over the last century.

Origins of Soft Skills

In 1912 Dale Carnegie started what could be considered the original training
focused on soft skills when he taught his first course on Effective Speaking and Human
Relations (“History,” 2015). While there is no evidence to show that Carnegie actually
used the term soft skills, in 1936 he noted that,

The highest-paid personnel in engineering are frequently not those who know the

most about engineering. One can, for example, hire mere technical ability in

engineering, accountancy, architecture or any other profession at nominal salaries.

But the person who has technical knowledge plus the ability to express ideas to

assume leadership, and to arouse enthusiasm among people — that person is

headed for higher earning power. (Carnegie, 1936, p. xvi)

Throughout the twentieth century, ideas about the importance of communication and
leadership skills, which Carnegie and others espoused, continued to grow in popularity.
For example, in 1950, the American Society for Engineering Education released a guide
entitled Speaking Can be Easy...for Engineers Too. In 1972, the U.S. Continental Army
Command (CONARC) presented a conference at Fort Bliss, TX on the topic of soft

skills. This first known use of the term soft skills was defined as, “job related skills

involving actions affecting primarily people and paper, e.g., inspecting troops,
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supervising office personnel, conducting studies, preparing maintenance reports,
preparing efficiency reports, designing bridge structures” (Whitmore & Fry, 1972, p. 6).
Hence, even this early definition of soft skills was associated with interpersonal
relationships and communication.

While the idea of soft skills has been increasingly espoused among practitioners
since the beginning of the twentieth century, “it should be acknowledged that research in
emotional development was scanty in the first half of the twentieth century” (Consedine
& Magai, 2006, p. 124). Even between the 1960s and the 1980s, the dominant focus
among psychologists was on measuring and understanding skill development as a
function of 1Q (Heckman & Kautz, 2012). While the idea that emotional competencies
might also be important for skill development and performance received attention from a
few researchers during this time (i.e., H. Gardner, 1983; Leuner, 1966; Payne, 1983;
Slovey & Mayer, 1990), “those were the days when the preeminence of 1Q as the
standard of excellence in life was unquestioned” (Goleman, 1995, p. i). It has only been
since the mid-1990s that the notion of emotional intelligence (or EQ) — an idea closely
associated with the concept of soft skills — has become more widely acknowledged
among researchers.

Despite this acknowledgement however, some scholars have questioned whether
soft skills really should be categorized as skills at all (Lafer, 2004). Such critics have
argued that just because what had previously been considered simple social attributes are
now being considered skills does not necessarily make them so. However, especially as
modern economies become more service oriented and reliant on collaborative

communication, proponents of the soft skill concept (Hurrell et al., 2013) have argued
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that conceptualizing soft skills as skills is appropriate because they represent capacities
that can be intentionally developed. As greater consensus has been reached about what
soft skills are and why there are important, more scholarly work has begun to emerge
focusing on the characteristics of soft skills.

Though the importance of soft skills has been recognized in practice since at least
the turn of the twentieth century, it has only started to receive more widespread attention
from researchers since the 1990s. Since that time, especially as social and economic
factors have increased the value of service and collaboration, researchers have started to
focus more on soft skills as human capacities that may be measured and developed with
intent.

Measurement and Development of Soft Skills

Heckman (2012) has pointed out that although soft skills are often one of the best
predictors of success later in life, they are largely ignored by standardized tests, which
many institutions of higher education often rely on as a basis for admissions. Scholars
have hypothesized that soft skills have received less attention than hard skills largely
because soft skills are relatively harder to measure (Riggio, 2014b).

Some have attempted to address the challenge of measuring soft skills by starting
at a macro level, categorizing the most widely recognized soft skills into frameworks. For
example, Pichler and Beenen (2014) categorized a range of soft skills into the categories
of: supporting, motivating others, and managing conflict. Others have proposed that soft
skills can be most accurately measured starting at a micro level, understanding how each

soft skill competency is composed from component basic social skills (Riggio, 2014a).
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While many educators have recognized the importance of students having soft
skills, they have also acknowledged that these skills are often difficult to teach in a
formal classroom setting (Murphy et al., 2014). Based on their own review of the
literature, Laker and Powell (2011) outlined 10 differences between soft skills and hard
skills. Among these differences is the idea that while formal instruction can be effective
for the training of hard skills, it is often not effective for the training of soft skills.

Some educators have taken innovative approaches to helping students gain soft
skills in the classroom. For example, in a study on two classes of undergraduate students
at a large urban university, Nealy (2005) has described how active learning exercises are
more effective in promoting the development of students’ soft skills than a traditional
lecture format. Such active learning exercises involve student engagement in simulations
that require them to reflect on meaning, focus on responsibility, display both skills and
knowledge, and consider experiences in the context of wider career and social settings
beyond the classroom.

Internships may be considered a realistic simulation of a career setting beyond the
classroom. Murphy, Putter, and Johnson (2014) have noted that, “the undergraduate
emphasis of soft skills mainly occurs when students are asked to work in teams,
participate in experiential learning activities inside the classroom, or take on substantial
internships outside of class” ("Business Schools,"” para. 3). Because internships have been
recognized as an effective way to foster the development of soft skills in students, many
formal education programs have incorporated internships into their curricula (Gewertz,

2007; Murphy et al., 2014; Point, n.d.; Skills to Pay the Bills, 2011).
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While the difficulty of developing soft skills in the classroom has been
recognized, some have proposed that this difficulty is greater in some disciplines than it
is in others (Stovall & Stovall, 2009). For example, where technical skills such as
mathematics or accounting may be learned and mastered individually, soft skills such as
communication or how to strengthen interpersonal relationships require social
interactions. Levasseur (2013) has noted that, “most students, particularly those in the
more technical disciplines, are likely to have better hard skills when they graduate, thus
placing the burden primarily on the employer to develop their soft skills” (p. 567). So, it
may be that soft skill development is impacted both by a student’s field of study, and by
the opportunities they have, or do not have, to interact with others.

The cultivation of soft skills may also be informed by theories that relate more
broadly to human behavior. For example, Muzio and Fisher (2009) have tied soft skill
development to Maslow’s (1987) model, which attributes all human motivation to a
hierarchy of five needs. According to Maslow, from basic to higher order, these needs
include 1) physiological needs, 2) safety, 3) the need for love and social connection, 4)
the need for independence and self-esteem, and 5) the need for self-actualization and
reaching one’s greatest potential. Muzio and Fisher have made the argument that while
the development of hard technical skills aligns with the basic physiological and safety
end of Maslow’s spectrum, the development of soft skills can be associated with the
higher, self-actualization end of Maslow’s model. If one accepts that argument, then it
would follow that for soft skills to develop, learners must be placed in situations — during

an internship or otherwise — where self-actualization is most apt to occur.
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Soft skill development may also be informed by the broader literature on skill
development and adult development. The notion of deliberate practice (Colvin, 2008;
Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993; Ericsson & Pool, 2016) — that is, the idea that
any skill outside a learner’s comfort zone can be developed with motivation, concentrated
effort, lots of repetition, and immediate feedback — offers the possibility that soft skills
may also be readily developed in such situations.

While soft skills are generally hard to measure, some have done so by
categorizing soft skill competencies into different frameworks (Pichler & Beenen, 2014)
while others have identified the basic component parts of soft skills (Riggio, 2014b).
Though it is widely recognized that soft skills are harder to teach in a traditional
classroom lecture style (Laker & Powell, 2011; Murphy et al., 2014), some have sought
to teach soft skills inside the classroom through innovative techniques like active learning
simulations. Many formal education programs have incorporated internships into their
curricula for the purpose of strengthening students’ soft skills (Gewertz, 2007; Point, n.d.;
Skills to Pay the Bills, 2011). Depending on how much social interaction they involve,
some fields of study may cultivate soft skills more than others (Stovall & Stovall, 2009).
Generally, the development of soft skills requires learners to have ample opportunities to
interact with other people (Levasseur, 2013). Soft skill development may be viewed as a
form of leadership development (Riggio, 2014b) and may occur most readily where
learners have an opportunity to satisfy their need for self-actualization (Muzio & Fisher,
2009) or engage in deliberate practice (Colvin, 2008; Ericsson et al., 1993; Ericsson &

Pool, 2016).
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Summary of Literature on Soft Skills

This section has reviewed literature on soft skills relevant to understanding the
nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. Definitions of soft skills
vary, but almost all are associated with the domains of communication, relationships, and
professionalism. Though the idea of soft skills started to receive widespread attention
from practitioners at the beginning of the 20™" century, it has only been since the end of
the 20" century that many scholars have started to focus on the notion of soft skills.
Especially as modern economies place increasing value on collaboration and service,
researchers have focused on soft skills as competencies that are not necessarily inherent
but can be developed.

Research has shown that though soft skills are relevant to a variety of
stakeholders, this relevance may vary depending on the geography, culture, and the
nature of activities being conducted. Compared with more technical, so-called hard skills,
soft skills are both harder to measure and harder to teach in the classroom. However,
there is recognition that soft skills can be cultivated through programs like internships
that require students to interact closely with others and/or other curricula that simulate
experiences beyond the classroom. Experiential learning theory offers a model for
understanding the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills.

The Literature on Experiential Learning Theory

This section reviews literature on experiential learning theory. Included is an
overview about experiential learning theory, as well as descriptions about the four major
components of the theory: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract

conceptualization, and active experimentation. This section also offers discussion about
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critiques of experiential learning as well as a summary of literature related to experiential
learning theory.
Overview of Experiential Learning Theory

Kolb (2015) has described experiential learning theory as “a dynamic view of
learning based on a learning cycle driven by the resolution of the dual dialectics of
action/reflection and experience/abstraction” (p. 50).

Especially given the exploratory nature of this study, the decision to rely on
Kolb’s (2015) definition of experiential learning stemmed from its interoperability with
the wide variety of experiential learning concepts offered by others. This compatibility
results not only from the fact that Kolb’s thinking is based on the work of so many
seminal thinkers such as James (1890b), Follett (1924), Dewey (1934), Lewin (1951),
Rogers (1964), Piaget (1966), Freire (1970), Jung (1977), and Wygotsky (1978), but also
because Kolb’s concept of experiential learning has been so influential on subsequent
experiential learning scholarship (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Especially because Kolb’s
concept of experiential learning represents a least common denominator, or a “starting
point” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 114), from which a variety of other experiential
perspectives have been based, it was the most appropriate primary model of experiential
learning for this investigation.

Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) is formed by an interaction of
components — concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and
active experimentation — which, simultaneously, make the model both empirically and
rationally oriented. The relationship between these components in the experiential

learning theory model is illustrated in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1 “Structural dimensions underlying the process of experiential learning and the
resulting basic knowledge forms”
from Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development (p. 68),
by D. Kolb, 2015, Upper Saddle River, NJ, Pearson Education, Copyright 2015 by
Pearson Education. Reprinted with permission.
To understand the experiential learning theory model, one may consider each of the
model’s components in turn.
Concrete Experience (CE)

Concrete experience (CE) represents experience gained purely through the senses
or, as Kolb (2015) has described it by quoting Dewey (1905), “the concrete thing as

experienced that all the grounds and clues to its own intellectual and logical rectification

are contained” (1905, p. 397) . This component represents the radically empiricist
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component of experiential learning theory, where experience is gained in its purest sense,
without interpretation.

Concrete experience may be compared with Kahneman’s (2011) description of
fast thinking, and has been characterized as relatively more intuitive and emotional.
Thaler (2008) has described the mind as having an Automatic System, which represents a
relatively unconscious but more powerful way of thinking. Goleman (1995) has
explained how “in a sense we have two brains, two minds — and two different kinds of
intelligence: rational and emotional. How we do in life is determined by both — it is not
just 1Q, but emotional intelligence that matters” (p. 28).

Merriam et al. (2007) have noted that while the idea of pure experience learning
encompassed by concrete experience has received less attention in Western thought, such
notions have deeper traditions among Eastern thinkers. They go on to note that even the,
“notion of dichotomies is itself a very Western concept” (p. 221). Kolb (2015) too has
acknowledged the Eastern origins of empirical thought as a basis for the generalized
concept of concrete experience in experiential learning theory. For example, in line with
the idea of concrete experience, Japanese social learning theorists Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995) have described the idea of tacit knowledge as one that is “hard to articulate with
formal language. It is personal knowledge embedded in individual experience and
involves intangible factors such as personal belief, perspective, and the value system”
(preface, para. 10).

Scholars have described how learning through experience often involves a trigger
or instance that is often unintentional. For example, in their description of informal and

incidental learning in the workplace, Marsick and Watkins (1990) have described
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experiences that are not highly structured, occurring outside the classroom where a
learner must experience something unexpected in order for learning to happen. Adapting
their concept of informal and incidental learning with Cseh, Marsick and Watkins (2001)
have noted that, “learning begins with some kind of trigger, that is, an internal or external
stimulus that signals dissatisfaction with current ways of thinking or being. This trigger
or experience encountered is often a surprise” (p. 29).

While the literature seems to support the idea that a wide range of inherently
unpredictable circumstances often offers the greatest number of experiences for one to
learn, scholars have also explained how it is important that the magnitude and number of
these experiences are not be so disruptive that they become overwhelming for the learner.
This notion reflects the situated learning idea of zones of proximal development (ZPD),
which Wygotsky (1978) described as, “the distance between the actual developmental
level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in
collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). Or, as Eraut (2011) has explained:

For novice professionals to make good progress, a significant proportion of their

work needed to be sufficiently new to challenge them without being so daunting

as to reduce their confidence. Their workload needed to be at a level that allowed
them to respond to new challenges reflectively, rather than develop coping

mechanisms that might later prove ineffective. (p. 10)

In other words, while one may learn through experience, if the novelty of such
experiences is too great, then the educative return diminishes.

Concrete experience represents the empiricist end of the experience-gathering

dyad in experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015), through which learners gather

experience via their senses. This element of experiential learning theory has been
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associated with Eastern thought and the idea that experiential learning sometimes
requires encounters with the unexpected. The extent to which one is able learn from
concrete experience is partly dependent on their ability to transform that experience into
knowledge through reflective observation.

Reflective Observation (RO)

Reflective observation (RO) represents a transformation of experience to
knowledge through reflection. This component of experiential learning theory represents
a pathway in which a learner transforms experience into knowledge through cognition.
Reflective observation idea may be compared to Kahneman’s (2011) description of slow
thinking, which he has characterized as more deliberative and logical. In contrast to a
powerful but often undisciplined Automatic System typified by concrete experience,
Thaler (2008) has described reflective observation as more logical, disciplined, and
controlled.

According to Kolb (2015), like concrete experience, reflective observation is a
learning mode that has been more widely recognized in the East than the West. Kolb has
noted how “Eastern cultures have tended to give more emphasis to the receptive mode
and have developed reflective adaptive skills highly in such disciplines as yoga and Zen
meditation” (p. 85). Merriam et al. (2007) have also noted how, based on Confucian
traditions, Eastern concepts of adult learning have tended to emphasize spirituality and
reflection more than those in the West.

Super (1963) described how constant reflection about oneself and one’s
experiences leads to the ongoing development of a self-concept, or a, “picture of the self

in some role, situation, or position, performing some set of functions, or in some web of
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relationships” (p. 18). Much in the same way, Jarvis (2009) has stressed the importance
of reflection over one’s learning life history:

Human learning is the combination of processes throughout a lifetime whereby

the whole person — body (genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge,

skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs, and sense) — experiences social
situations, the perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively,
emotively or practically (or through any combination) and integrated into the
individual person’s biography resulting in a continually changing (or more

experienced) person (pp. 24-25)

Hence, while Kolb has focused on the concept of reflective observation as the
transformation of experience into knowledge through cognition, other scholars have
considered how reflection is like a journey that is constantly impacted by past reflection
and biography.

While some scholars have focused on learners’ biographies, others have focused
more on how context can impact reflective observation. In his description of
transformational learning theory, Mezirow (1991) has proposed that while life history
impacts reflection, it is more often a disorienting dilemma posed by a specific life event
or accumulation of events that requires a learner to, “engage in critical reflection on their
experiences, which in turn leads to a perspective transformation” (p. 159). This
disorienting dilemma may be caused by a single event or a series of “pile-ups.”
According to Mezirow, transformative learning hinges on dialogue and social interactions
with other people.

In summary, reflective observation represents a component of experiential

learning theory through which experience in transformed into knowledge through

reflection. Reflective observation may be associated more reflective Eastern traditions.
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Scholars have noted how learning through reflection is often heavily influenced by
learners’ biographies.
Abstract Conceptualization (AC)

Abstract conceptualization (AC) represents experience gained not through the
senses, but through comprehension of that experience. The abstract conceptualization
component of experiential learning depends on the significance of shared social meaning
and symbolic interpretation built on previous experiences.

For example, abstract conceptualization is the difference between a learner
hearing sounds that have no meaning versus being able to understand those sounds as a
language. It is the difference between seeing a red light as a symbol to stop versus just
seeing a light that is red. Kolb has noted that experience gathered through abstract
conceptualization is often limited by language.

According to Merriam et al. (2007), rationalist thinking that forms the basis of
abstract conceptualization is a, “particularly Western concept, a product of the
Enlightenment and Descartes’ mind-body split” (pp. 150-151). Kolb has noted that:

The modern tendency, however, is to embrace the comprehension pole of the

knowledge dialectic and to view with suspicion the intuitions of subjective

experience. The clearest and most extreme intellectual expressions of modern
reliance on comprehension are manifest in the domination of American
psychology by behaviorist theories and methodologies and in the epistemological

philosophy that spawned behaviorism — logical positivism. (p. 162)

While Kolb has offered a generalized view about abstract conceptualization as an
experience-gathering mechanism of the experiential learning model, others have offered
more specific ideas.

For example, Kolb’s (2015) description of abstract conceptualization very much

aligns with Mead’s (1934) ideas about symbolic interactionism and argument which
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states that people negotiate meaning through symbols expressed to each other. In a
similar way, the notion of abstract conceptualization also aligns with aspects of Bandura’s
(1999) social learning theory perspective that, “through the medium symbols, people give
structure, meaning, and continuity to their experiences” (p. 27).

Symbols upon which abstract conceptualization relies must be transferable and
have shared meaning. From the perspective of situated learning, Lave and Wenger (1991)
have presented legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) as a way for learners to develop
knowledge about the meaning of new symbols and language through social interactions
noting, “activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in isolation; they are
part of broader systems of relations in which they have meaning” (p. 52). Building on this
situated learning idea, Wenger (1998) has described learning through communities of
practice (COP) as a process involving (a) mutual engagement related to the establishment
of norms and collaborative relationships; (b) joint enterprise through interactions; and (c)
a shared repertoire of mutually understood symbols. In order for a newcomer to enter a
new COP, they must seek increasing access to that new learning community’s “symbols,
tools, language, documents, and the like” (Wenger, 1998, p. 184). In this way, “such
learning has to do with the development of our practices and our ability to negotiate
meaning” (Wenger, 1998, p. 95).

Hence, abstract conceptualization represents a mode of experience-gathering
through shared social meaning and interpretation of symbols built upon previous
knowledge. Abstract conceptualization is aligned with long-standing traditions of
Western thought. While experiences gained through abstract conceptualization are bound

by the language in which they are contained, information gained through such
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experiences may be easier to transmit and/or model because they are contained in a
language.
Active Experimentation (AE)

Active experimentation (AE) represents the transformation of experience into
knowledge through action. This component of the experiential learning model represents
a path through which a learner transforms experience into knowledge through action. The
notion of active experimentation that has been presented by Kolb is, “illustrated by the
simple reflex, stimulus, and response with no intervening cognitive activity” (p. 91). Or,
as Gladwell (2005) has described it, “the task of making sense of ourselves and our
behavior requires that we acknowledge there can be as much value in the blink of an eye
as in months of rational analysis” (p. 17).

In the experiential learning theory model, active experimentation is muscle
memory, it is embodied learning, it establishes that, “learning occurs in concert with
motor function” such that one might argue that, “acting is the most important mode of the
Learning Cycle because it initiates the sensory stimulation that forms new neurological
connections in the brain and provides the basis for the next learning experience”
(Peterson, DeCato, & Kolb, 2015, p. 8).

The notion of abstract experimentation is associated with the West in that,
“Western industrial societies have nearly run amok in their embrace of the extroverted
materialism and relevance” (Kolb, 2015, p. 330) that may be associated with active
experimentation.

Hence, active experimentation represents a mode of experiential learning theory

(Kolb, 2015) in which experience may be converted into knowledge through action.
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Active experimentation is characterized by knowledge displayed through automatic
reflexes or episodic memory, as well as uninhibited impulses often associated with
predominately Western thought.

Critiques of ELT

While in many ways Kolb’s (1984b, 2015) introduction of experiential learning
theory marks the beginning of modern thought about experiential learning and is a basis
for many contemporary experiential learning concepts, Kolb’s ideas are “not without their
critics” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 110). The main critique that has been leveled
against Kolb’s idea of experiential learning, is that the, “theory seems to be context free;
that is, experience and reflection on that experience seem to occur in a vacuum
unimpeded by power dynamics present in any social context” (Merriam & Bierema,
2014, pp. 110-111). Fenwick (2001) has noted how context:

involves the social relations and political-cultural dimensions of the community in

which the individual is caught up, the nature of the task, the web of joint actions

in which the individual’s choices and behaviors are enmeshed, the vocabulary and
cultural beliefs through which the individual makes meaning of the whole
situation, and the historical, temporal, and spatial location of the situation.

Obviously, these dimensions are crucial to understanding how learning unfolds in

experience. (p. 20)

Beyond criticism about lack of context, some scholars (Michelson, 1999) have
also questioned Kolb’s assumption that it is even possible to separate learners from
context at all. Alternative to the idea of a learner/context binary, such critics have offered
the idea that learning should instead be conceived more as a, “web of activity,
subjectivities, and language” (Fenwick, 2001, p. 21).

Echoing rationalist/empiricist debates of experiential learning’s ancient past, some

(Michelson, 1999) have questioned Kolb’s (2015) empiricist assumption that human
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minds are even capable of accessing something like concrete experience. Such critics
have argued that to presume, “knowledge is extracted and abstracted from experience by
the processing mind” (Fenwick, 2001, p. 21) runs the risk of deconstructing learners’
humanity. On the other hand, coming from more of an empiricist point of view, other
critics (Britzman, 1998; Sawada, 1991) have questioned Kolb’s rationalist assumption
that humans have the cognitive capacity to direct reflection about experience. Such critics
argue that this assumption is a shortcoming of Kolb’s experiential learning concept
because, “The view that experience must be processed through reflection clings to
binaries drawn between complex blends of doing/learning, implicit/explicit,
active/passive, life experience/instructional experience, reflection/action” (Fenwick,
2001, p. 20).

As Kolb’s (2015) concept of experiential learning casts the individual as the
central actor, his ideas have also drawn criticism from scholars (Michelson, 1999) who
question the assumption that discrete boundaries between human learners and their
environment even exist. Such critics,

argue in terms of the fluidity and interdependence of material reality (us in our

worlds): the boundaries between self and nonself are actually more permeable and

the flow between them far more continuous than we might be prepared to accept.

(Fenwick, 2001, p. 22)

Kolb’s (2015) concept of experiential learning has also sustained criticism from
those who point out that, if experiential learning depends on unfettered interactions
between a learner and experience, then intervention by educators would seem to always
undermine such learning. It follows, critics argue, that such counterproductive efforts

might be especially unavoidable for experiential learning programs organized in school

and the workplace (Michelson, 1999).
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In the wake of these critiques to Kolb’s (2015) definition of experiential learning
as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience”
(p. 49), Fenwick (2001) has described four alternative approaches, including 1) the
psychoanalytic impact of being in touch with unconscious desires and fears for
experiential learning, 2) the situative importance of complex relationships for experiential
learning, 3) the impact of critical cultural on social transformation through experiential
learning, and 4) the enactivist way experiential learning emerges through human
ecosystems. But even with the introduction of these alternatives, Fenwick acknowledges
that, “These orientations each have their own blind spots and have been debated at
length...The five orientations cannot be synthesized, but they do offer insights for one
another.” (p. viii).

In response to critiques that his concept of experiential learning does not
adequately incorporate context and other factors, Kolb (2015) has countered, “what |
think critics from this perspective have missed in their reading of Experiential Learning
is the posited transactional relationship of the individual and the social environment” (p.
55). Kolb has further stated that his view of experiential learning is, “not a molecular
educational concept but rather is a molar concept describing the central process of human
adaptation to the social and physical environment. It is a holistic concept” (p. 43).

Kolb (2015) has clarified that his approach toward experiential learning is to,
“create a model for explaining how individuals learn and to empower learners to trust
their own experience and gain mastery over their own learning” (p. 53). Furthermore,
Kolb has noted that while it is true that his view on experiential learning, “is not a

discourse on social and political factors that influence what people learn and believe in
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the tradition of critical theory. This was not my purpose, though I believe that experiential
theory is not incompatible with these approaches” (p. 54). In other words, according to
Kolb, while his concept of experiential learning offers a holistic representation of the
learning process without the incorporation of specific contextual factors, it is not
incompatible with those that do.

While the holistic nature and context-free aspects of experiential learning theory
are a source of criticism by some, for this study, these factors may offer utility. This is
because factors unincorporated to experiential learning theory, such as context and
biography, may be informed by the broader experiential learning and internship literature
relevant to the research question of this study. For example, ideas about the importance of
context can be found in the experiential learning literature (Boud et al., 1993) and the
internship literature (D’ Abate et al., 2009; Rothman, 2007). Ideas about the importance of
the individual biography of different learners is also present in both the internship
literature (Barnett, 2012; Narayanan et al., 2010) and the experiential learning literature
(Alheit, 2009; Mezirow, 1991). Similarly, theory about the importance of social
relationships, particularly those with mentors, is offered by the literature on internships
(Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996).

Summary of Literature on Experiential Learning Theory

This section has reviewed the literature on experiential learning theory relevant to
understanding the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. Kolb’s
(2015) model of experiential learning theory provides a way to explain learning as a
continuous process, rather than an outcome, involving an interplay of concrete

experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active
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experimentation. While concrete experience and abstract conceptualization represent
ways one may acquire experience, reflective observation and active experimentation
represent ways that a learner may transform that experience into knowledge.

Concrete experience represents pure experience gained through the senses,
without interpretation. Scholars have noted that while one can learn from all experiences,
some experiences are more educational than others and that educational experiences often
require some kind of trigger or disruption, which forces a learner to re-evaluate their
existing ideas. However, learning happens most effectively when such disruptive triggers
are not so great that they overwhelm the learner.

According to Kolb (2015), learners may convert experience to knowledge through
reflective observation as reflection. Reflective observation reflects rationalist traditions
and philosophies of the East. Reflective observation may be stoked by episodes that
disorient existing perspectives a learner has built up during their life history.

Kolb (2015) has described how abstract conceptualization allows for the gathering
of experience through the comprehension of shared social meaning and symbolic
interpretation. Abstract conceptualization reflects rationalist traditions and philosophies
of the West. Scholars have noted that while abstract conceptualization makes it easier for
learners to share experiences through language, abstract conceptualization is also bound
by the limits of the language and symbols learners comprehend.

Finally, Kolb (2015) has described active experimentation as a way learners may
transform experience into knowledge through action. Active experimentation reflects

empiricist traditions and philosophies of the West.
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Kolb’s (2015) experiential learning theory has been critiqued for a variety of
reasons, including the charge that it seems context-free and does not consider the
importance of social relationships or the unique biography of every learner. Kolb has
responded by explaining that, rather than having a focus on any particular contextual,
social, or biographical factor, experiential learning theory is more holistic. While
experiential learning theory does not incorporate factors such as context, social
interactions, and learner biography, Kolb has stated that his theory is not incompatible

with those that do.

Summary of the Literature Review

This chapter has reviewed literature on experiential learning, internships, soft
skills, and experiential learning theory relevant to understanding the nature of internship
experiences that develop interns’ soft skills. Over the course of this literature review, a
variety of major ideas related to the research question of this study have emerged. This
section summarizes these ideas.

Experiential learning refers to the concept of learning through experience. The
origins of this idea extend far back in time and around the globe. Experiential learning
may be understood as a balance between empiricism and rationalism. Kolb (2015) has
described experiential learning as a recursive and continuous process.

Areview of literature related to internships has revealed information about both
internship characteristics and internship results. Scholars have found that both the clarity
with which mentors communicate expectations as well as the significance interns
attribute to tasks assigned are particularly important to interns’ overall internship

experiences. Moreover, studies have also demonstrated that relationships — both those
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that interns form with mentors but also those that interns form with each other — are also
significant to the overall nature of internship experiences. At the same time, researchers
have also demonstrated the importance of interns having an opportunity to reflect on
internship experiences in order to learn from those experiences. Often, such reflection is
most impactful when led by a mentor with whom the intern shares a positive relationship.
Furthermore, research has shown that those who do internships often have greater
academic and professional success.

Soft skills describe a number of non-technical competences that align with the
domains of communication, relationships, and professionalism. Research has shown that
while today’s employers greatly value employees with soft skills, they find that many
young professionals emerging from school lack them. Scholars have found that the extent
to which soft skills are required or developed may depend on cultural, geographic, or
disciplinary context. Research has suggested that it is through encounters with frequent
unexpected social interactions and situations that soft skills are most effectively
developed.

According to experiential learning theory, learning involves the transformation of
experience into knowledge. Experiential learning theory describes how experience is
gathered by the feeling of concrete experience and comprehension of abstract
conceptualization. At the same time, experience is transformed into knowledge by the
reflection of reflective observation and the action of active experimentation. A range of
critiques about experiential learning theory may be met with scholarship from the broader
experiential learning and internship literature, which emphasizes the importance of

learners’ context, biography, and relationships.
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Inferences for This Study

From the literature reviewed in the approach to this study, one could make a
variety of inferences; this section describes these inferences.

Experiential learning literature has explained how context often matters for
experiential learning (Boud et al., 1993) and internships (D’Abate et al., 2009).
Therefore, one could infer that the influence of context upon intern soft skill development
would be an important area to examine during this study. Similarly, because both
literature on experiential learning (Alheit, 2009; Mezirow, 1991) and the literature on
internships (Barnett, 2012) have demonstrated that biography can be an important factor
learning during internships, one could infer that biography was another factor worth
examining during this study. Likewise, because past research on internships has shown
that the number, variety, and strength of relationships an intern creates and maintains
during their internship, particularly those they establish with their mentor, are especially
important to the overall experience (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996; Liu et al., 2011; Woodside
et al., 2009), it followed that mentorship should be an area of inquiry for this study.

As previous studies (Clark, 2003; Knouse & Fontenot, 2008; Lang & McNaught,
2013) have offered numerous examples to show the importance of reflection for learning
in general and during internships in particular, one could infer that reflection would be an
important area of investigation for this study. Based on the literature, one can group soft
skills into three domains: communication, relationships, and professionalism. Therefore,
for this study it followed that each of these domains would be worthwhile areas to

explore.
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Of course, the extent to which a successful exploration of how these ideas are
involved with soft skill development during internships depended on this study having a

sound methodology. Such a methodology is discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to describe soft skill
development during individual internship experiences at one multi-faceted non-profit
organization. The research question addressed was: What is the nature of internship
experiences that develop interns’ soft skills? Sub-questions include: (a) What internship
experiences contribute to interns’ soft skill development?; and (b) How do these
internship experiences develop interns’ soft skills? This chapter details the research
methodology used to answer the research questions and contains the following sections:
epistemological orientation, methodological approach, site and participant selection, data
collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, and human participant and ethics precautions.

Epistemological Orientation

If the scholarly literature on the topics of experiential learning, internships, and
soft skills offered a measurement instrument to study soft skill development during
individual internship experiences, this inquiry might have taken a positivist orientation
where one, “assumes that reality exists ‘out there’ and that it is observable, stable, and
measurable” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 8). However, there is much to be learned about
how individual internship experiences contribute to the development of soft skills.

Instead, this investigation, therefore, proceeded from an interpretivist paradigm,
which Burrell and Morgan (1979) have described as nominalist, anti-positivist,
voluntarist, and ideographic. Taking an interpretivist approach, the study sought
“explanation within the realm of individual consciousness and subjectivity, within the

frame of reference of the participant as opposed to the observer of action” (Burrell &
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Morgan, 1979, p. 28). While the interpretivist paradigm takes a subjectivist point of view,
it also assumes a sociology of regulation, which Burrell and Morgan have described as
providing, “explanations of society in terms which emphasize its underlying unity and
cohesiveness” (p. 17).

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have explained that term interpretivism is essentially
interchangeable with constructivism, which Creswell (2013) has described as a
worldview in which “individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and
work. They develop subjective meanings of their experiences — meanings directed toward
certain objects or things” (p. 754). Constructivism is also a perspective recognized by
adult learning theorists (Merriam & Bierema, 2014; Merriam et al., 2007). In the context
of adult learning theory, Merriam and Bierema (2014) have described constructivism as a
“collection of perspectives all of which share the common assumption that learning is
how people make sense of their experience — learning is the construction of meaning
from experience” (p. 35). Therefore, from the standpoint of adult learning theory, this
study proceeded from a constructivist orientation. The epistemological approach a
researcher takes — along with the problem, purpose, and questions posed by the study at
hand — determines the best methodology to employ (Creswell, 2013; Huff, 2009;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In keeping with the qualitative tradition, this study was guided
by interpretivism (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) and constructivism (Creswell, 2013;
Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).

Methodological Approach
Creswell (2013) argued that it is appropriate to use qualitative in specific

situations:
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We conduct qualitative research because a problem or issue needs to be explored.
This exploration is needed, in turn, because of a need to study a group or
population, identify variables that cannot be easily measured, or hear silenced
voices. These are all good reasons to explore a problem rather than to use
predetermined information from the literature or rely on results from other
research studies. We also conduct qualitative research because we need a complex,
detailed understanding of the issue. This detail can only be established by talking
directly with people, going to their homes or places of work, and allowing them to
tell the stories unencumbered by what we expect to find or what we have read in
the literature. (Creswell, 2013, pp. 47-48)
Given the exploratory nature of this study, qualitative methodology was appropriate. As
this inquiry focused on individual internship experiences, it followed that this
investigation would focus on an individual level of analysis. Moreover, because the
emphasis of this study was on interns’ perspectives gathered through individual
interviews, a basic qualitative study was most appropriate (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Site and Participant Selection
The site selected for this study was a non-profit, large, scientific, and cultural
institution that maintains multiple museums, research centers, and administrative units.
The site supports over 6,000 staff, 150 million collected items, and 25 facilities related to
research and education across a wide variety of disciplines. Every year approximately
900 permanent staff members at this site mentor about 1800 interns in a wide variety of
different internship experiences. The individual internship experiences vary in terms of
length from one week to two years and are conducted at 10 locations spread across the
site’s 25 facilities. This setting offered a real-world environment, which is well suited for
this qualitative study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The site’s internship office maintains an intern database that contains information

about every intern it hosts. The database contains demographic information (age, gender,

race), internship information (location, dates), and contact information. The researcher
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utilized this database to recruit and contact interns for study participation. Participant
selection for this study relied on nonprobablistic sampling, specifically, purposeful
sampling that is “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover,
understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can
be learned” (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016, p. 96). The researcher identified three criteria by
which to select interns for this inquiry. Thus, the type of purposeful sampling utilized for
this qualitative inquiry was criterion-based (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010; Palinkas et al.,
2015).

The criteria, (a) currently in college; (b) between the ages of 18-25; and (c) at
least four weeks into their internship were grounded in the internship literature. The work
by Murphy et al., (2014) provided the foundation for the criteria focused on college
enrollment and age: the authors found that soft skills are difficult to develop inside the
classroom and thus the identification of aspects of the internship experience that
contributes to the development interns’ soft skills would be best achieved by examining
experiences of interns that have spent limited time outside the classroom. The work by
Cordeiro and Sloan (1996) and Levasseur (2013) suggest that soft skill development is
associated with the establishment of relationships and that interns must have participated
in the internship long enough to establish relationships.

Participants were recruited during summer 2017. During that time period, there
were 400 interns working at the site. Of those 400 interns, 98 fit the three criteria and
were sent the Intern Invitation to Participate in Research included in Appendix D. When a
potential research participant expressed interest in being interviewed for the study, the

researcher replied by email to verify that the intern met the basic research participant
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criteria. Once it had been verified that a participant met the basic criteria for this research
study, he or she was assigned a research participant number. Names of each research
participant, along with his or her assigned research number, were added in the order they
were received to a research participant key. This document was maintained in a separate
location locked away from other study data.

The researcher aimed to interview at least 20 interns in keeping with Creswell’s
(2013) sample size guidance that states, “The researcher typically conducts 20 to 30
interviews based on several visits ‘to the field’ to collect interview data to saturate the
categories” (2013, p. 86). Saldafia (2011) suggested that “a minimum of ten to twenty
participants is needed to insure more credible and trustworthy findings” (p. 34). Twenty
participants responded to the recruitment email and were interviewed during the months
of July, August, and September 2017. During one interview, a participant (#11) revealed
that they were older than they initially reported making them ineligible to participate in
the study. As a result, data from the interview was discarded. The remaining 19
participants met all eligibility criteria. Their demographic information and internship
description are included in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 Summary of Study Participants

Participant# Gender Race/Ethnicity = Academic Level Internship Area
1 F White, Non- 3" year History
Hispanic undergraduate
2 M White, Non- 3" year Museum Studies
Hispanic undergraduate
3 M White, Non- 3 year Anthropology,
Hispanic undergraduate Education
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10

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

African
American, Non-
Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

African
American, Non-
Hispanic

Asian American,
Non-Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

White, Hispanic

Asian American,
Non-Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

Asian American,
Non-Hispanic

Asian American,
Non-Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic

White, Non-
Hispanic
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2" year
undergraduate

2" year
undergraduate

3 year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

3 year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

3 year
undergraduate

4™ year
undergraduate

2" year
undergraduate;

community college

4™ year
undergraduate

2" year
undergraduate;

community college

Painting

Anthropology,
Economics

Marketing

Sociology,
Women’s Studies

Field Ecology

Biology

History

History

International
Studies and
Languages

Graphic Design,
Communications

Engineering,
Anthropology

Biology

Archeology,
Classical Studies

Anthropology,
Forensics



19 F White, Non- 4™ year History

Hispanic undergraduate
20 M White, Non- 4™ year History
Hispanic undergraduate

The resulting sample of interns was very diverse in regard to gender, race and ethnicity,
year in college, and internship area. Even though the sampling strategy was criterion-
based, the diversity of the resulting sample was reflective of the larger intern population
at the site. This diversity contributed to greater transferability of study findings.

Data Collection

Research participants were the principal source of data for this study, which relied
on audio-recorded, in-person interviews as the sole means of data collection. As such, the
interviews represented not just a conversation between the researcher and research
participant, but a “conversation with a purpose” (Dexter, 1970, p. 136). Once research
participants were selected, the researcher coordinated logistics with each intern by email
to schedule a time and place for an interview. At that time, the researcher also emailed
each participant a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study
included in Appendix E, with a request they please review, sign, and return it.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face with each research participant in a
conference room, office, or similar closed-door space at the host site. As Saldafa (2011)
has advised, interview spaces used for this study were selected such that they were free
from distraction. When possible, interviews were scheduled in the morning when
research subjects were less likely to be fatigued. The researcher utilized a semi-structured
interview protocol. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have noted that when it is assumed

respondents construct meaning in unique ways, and are asked for information related to a
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particular topic, that a semi-structured interview approach is best — “This format allows
the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the
respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 109). Compared
to the rigidity of a structured interview, a semi-structured interview offers more
flexibility. While a researcher may prepare a list of questions ahead of time as a guide, as
it proceeds, a semi-structured interview allows for fuller exploration of a topic (Seidman,
2013). The guide the researcher used in this study to interview research participants is
included as the Intern Interview Protocol located in Appendix F. Questions included in
this guide are grounded in the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Table 3.2 contains a
crosswalk table displaying the alignment of the interview questions with the constructs

under study.
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Table 3.2 Theoretical Bases for Interview Questions

Question

IX31U0)D

Aydeubolg

diysaojus|y

uonediunwwo)d

sdiysuone|ey

WISIeUOISSa)04d

(3D) uonesuss

(0Y) uonos|yay

(Ov)

uoisuayaidwod

(3v) uonoy

Q1: To get started, would you mind taking a few minutes to tell me your
story? Where are you from? Where do you go to school?

X

Q2: What is your past career/work experience?

Q3: Why are you doing this internship? What does it mean to you?

Q4: What sorts of tasks or projects do you do during your internship?

Q5: Can you tell me about the daily situation at your internship?

XX

Q6: How are things physically laid out at your internship?

Q7: What do you like to do the most about your internship? Why?

Q8: What do you like to do the least about your internship? Why?

Q9: How do you think disciplinary focus impacts the circumstances of your
internship?

XIXIXIX X X

Q10: Would you tell me about the different ways you’ve communicated
during your internship — how, how often, and with who? Can you give me
some examples?

Q11: What has surprised you about your internship?

Q12: Would you tell me about the relationships you have established in the
workplace during your internship?

Q13: How were these relationships established and how are they
maintained?

Q14: Can you tell about times you have reflected about your internship
experience?

Q15: When you think about your internship experience, what do you think
about?

Q16: Have you learned during your internship? If so, what?
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Q17: If you were to tell a friend about your internship, how would you
describe it?

Q18: Would you draw me a picture to describe your internship and explain
it to me?

Q19: What is your definition of professionalism?

Q20: How important is professionalism in the workplace? Can you give me
some examples?
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Each interview lasted, on average, 60 minutes. During each interview, two digital
audio recording devices were used to simultaneously capture the conversation between
the researcher and research participant: one as a primary and another as a backup. In
addition, during the interview participants were invited to produce a drawing about their
internship experience, which they were then asked to describe as part of the interview.
The drawing was meant as a prompt — not a data collection tool. Additionally, the
researcher took written notes during the interview of any major observations or responses
that seemed especially relevant for answering the research questions. Immediately
following each interview, after the research participant left the room, the researcher
remained behind for a few minutes to complete these notes. This was especially useful to
memorialize in writing any further reflections about the interview that had just occurred.
Immediately following each interview, the researcher also organized the notes and
recorded audio into computer files.

The files created during interviews were labeled with each respondent’s
participant ID number. All digital files were saved on a primary hard drive and a backup
hard drive, and each were password protected and directly accessible only to the
researcher. Once files had been saved, audio files on digital recorders were deleted.
Managing the data in this way helped ensure that the researcher was, “able to trace
interview data to the original source on the interview tape at all stages of the research”
(Seidman, 2013, p. 115).

A professional transcription service created transcripts based on audio files
captured during the study. A representative of the transcription service signed the

Transcriber’s Letter of Confidentiality, which is included in Appendix G. Completed
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transcripts were saved to primary and backup hard drives using the same filename
conventions used for audio and text files collected earlier.

As they were completed, the researcher compared each interview transcript with
its associated audio recording and notes to ensure all data had been captured as accurately
as possible. It was also at this point that the researcher conducted a preliminary analysis
of participant responses, thus meeting the aim that “collection and analysis should be a
simultaneous process in qualitative research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 193) as
further described here:

At the outset of a qualitative study, the investigator knows what the problem is

and has selected a purposeful sample to collected data in order to address the

problem. But the researcher does not know what will be discovered, what or
whom to concentrate on, or what the final analysis will be like. The final product
is shaped by the data that are collected and the analysis that accompanies the
entire process. Without ongoing analysis, the data can be unfocused, repetitious,
and overwhelming in the sheer volume of material that needs to be processed.

Data that have been analyzed while being collected are both parsimonious and

illuminating (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, pp. 196-197).

Through this preliminary analysis the researcher was able to discern when the
study reached saturation — the point at which “new information obtained does not provide
further insight” (Creswell, 2013, p. 195). Based on preliminary analysis, it became clear
that saturation had been achieved after the 15" interview. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
suggest that “sampling is terminated when no new information is forthcoming from new
sampled units” (p. 202); however, the researcher continued to conduct the remaining
interviews as scheduled.

Data Analysis

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted that, “data analysis is the process of making

sense out of the data” (p. 201). It is a process that involves identifying units of data that
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can stand on their own, separate from other data, but also provide something meaningful
for study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Preliminary Data Analysis

Saldafia (2011) noted that:

Qualitative data analysis is concurrent with data collection and management. As

interviews are transcribed, field notes fleshed out, and documents filed, the

researcher uses the opportunity to read the corpus and make preliminary notations

directly on the data documents by highlighting, bolding, italicizing, or noting in

some way the salient portions. (Saldafa, 2011, p. 95)
Hence, in this study, data analysis began before it “began.” In other words, during this
investigation, at least a preliminary level of data analysis occurred before the main
analysis began. First, the researcher read through each individual transcript upon receipt
from the transcription agency to glean each participant’s unique story. During this initial
read, the researcher hand wrote notes on each transcript using pencil and paper versus a
computer. As Saldafia (2016) noted, “There is something about manipulating qualitative
data on paper and writing codes in pencil that gives you more control over and ownership
of the work” (p. 28). Additionally, the researcher created analytic memos — “analytic
memos are somewhat comparable to researcher journal entries or blogs — a place to
‘dump your brain’ about the participants, phenomenon, or process under investigation by
thinking and thus writing and thus thinking even more about them” (Saldafia, 2016, p.
44). The researcher engaged in analytic memo writing from the beginning of the inquiry
and continued for the duration of data analysis. During this qualitative inquiry, analytic
memo writing occurred before, after, and simultaneously with coding and served as “an

additional code- and category-generating method” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 54) as further

described here:
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By memo writing about your puzzlement and loss for a specific code for a
particular datum, the perfect one may emerge. By memo writing about how some
codes seem to cluster and interrelate, a category for them may be identified.

Codes and categories are found not just in the margins or headings of interview

transcripts and field notes — they are also embedded within analytic memos.”

(Saldaia, 2016, p. 54)

First Cycle Coding

Coding is, “most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a
summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of
language-based or visual data.” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 3). As Miles, Huberman, and Saldafia
(2014) noted, “Codes are primarily, but not exclusively, used to retrieve and categorize
similar data chunks so the researcher can quickly find, pull out, and cluster the segments
relating to a particular research question, hypothesis, construct, or theme” (p. 78). First,
cycle coding examines the data for “consistent occurrences of action/data that appear
more than twice” (Saldafa, 2016, p. 5), allowing the researcher to identify recurrences
that may be important for the research question at hand. Given the amount of qualitative
data, the researcher utilized the ATLAS.ti qualitative data analysis software for data
management.

The researcher conducted “detailed, line-by-line initial coding” — a “first cycle,
open-ended approach to coding the data with some recommended general guidelines”
(Saldafa, 2016, p. 115) — of interview transcripts. Initial coding

breaks down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely examines them, and

compares them for similarities and differences. Initial coding creates a starting

point to provide the researcher analytic leads for further exploration ... All

proposed codes during this cycle are tentative and provisional. Some codes may
be reworded as analysis progresses. (Saldafa, 2016, p. 115)
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After two rounds of initial coding, the researcher compiled a list of codes to use for
further analysis in the second cycle of coding. Initial coding is also referred to as open
coding in prior work by Saldafia and by Merriam and Tisdell (2016).

Second Cycle Coding

Saldafia (2016) described second cycle coding as an advanced way, “of
reorganizing and reanalyzing data coded through first cycle methods.” (p. 233) and that
the “primary goal during second cycle coding is to develop a sense of categorical,
thematic, conceptual, and/or theoretical organization from your array of first cycle codes”
(Saldaria, 2016, p. 233). While there are a variety of techniques (Saldafa, 2016), the
researcher utilized focused coding to unpack the complex phenomenon of soft skill
development through individual internship experiences. Focused coding “searches for the
most frequent or significant codes to develop the most salient categories” from the codes
that emerged during the first cycle of coding. Focused coding, is sometimes referred to as
selective coding (Charmaz, 2014). Thus, the qualitative data in this study was analyzed
inductively and iteratively through a sequence of first cycle initial (i.e. open) coding
followed by second cycle focused (i.e. selective) coding.

Saldafia (2011) noted that as a researcher detects patterns and constructs
categories from data, the “task of qualitative data analysis is to explore the ways our
patterns and categories interact and interplay” (p. 92). Furthermore, as “you have been
applying one or more coding methods to the data and writing analytic memos, you have
hopefully been making new discoveries, insights, and connections about your
participants, their processes, or the phenomenon under investigation” (Saldafa, 2016, p.

211). Meaning derived from exploring interactions, discoveries, insights, and connections
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in the data may be expressed by the researcher through assertions — declarative
statements summarizing aspects of the qualitative data (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafa,
2014).
Trustworthiness

The incorporation of trustworthiness measures in qualitative research ensures
readers that a study has been rigorously conducted and that conclusions “ring true to
readers, practitioners, and other researchers” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 237).
Trustworthiness in qualitative research is based on the researcher providing, “the reader
with a depiction in enough detail to show that the author’s conclusion ‘makes sense’”
(Firestone, 1987, p. 19). During this study various techniques were employed to ensure
different aspects of trustworthiness. As Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have described,
aspects of trustworthiness may be considered as internal validity, reliability, and external
validity.
Internal Validity

Internal validity relates to whether research findings match reality. Qualitative
research is made more credible when it verifies that interview responses are being
understood in a way that is unbiased and research participants mean them to be
understood. The issue of internal validity is addressed by questions like, “do the findings
capture what is really there? Are investigators observing or measuring what they think
they are measuring?” (Merriam, 2009, p. 213). To increase internal validity of this study,
the researcher employed several trustworthiness techniques including reflexivity, member

checks, and peer review.
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“Reflexivity is generally understood as awareness of the influence the researcher
has on what is being studied and, simultaneously, of how the research process affects the
researcher” (Probst & Berenson, 2014, p. 814). In preparation for and throughout the
course of this study, the researcher wrote about possible preconceptions and biases he
may hold regarding topics related to this investigation through a reflexivity statement,
which is included as Appendix A. By drafting a reflexivity statement that described
potential biases, the researcher was better equipped to recognize if and when his personal
biases might have inordinately influenced interpretations made during the study.

Also based on the concept of reflexivity, journaling is another trustworthiness
technique that may strengthen the internal validity of interview data (Seidman, 2013). As
previously described, a series of analytic memos were developed and maintained by the
researcher during this study such that they could guide research participant selection, data
collection, and data analysis. The reflexivity statement paired with the analytic memos
helped the researcher maintain awareness of potential biases.

The internal validity of this study was also strengthened by member checks,
which Maxwell (2013) has noted, are “the single most important way of ruling out the
possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do” (p. 126).
Following each interview, the researcher conducted member checks by email (see
Appendix H) by sending each study participant a copy of their respective interview
transcript as well as a summary of preliminary analysis notes. The researcher requested
that each study participant review the material and provide feedback whether the records

reflected what they had meant to express during their interview. Half of study participants
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responded — they offered minor corrections to transcripts or suggested small additions
that were incorporated in the final versions of the documents.

Internal validity of the study was also strengthened through peer review (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). To initiate peer review, the researcher 1) identified a peer who directs
internship programs and is familiar with qualitative data analysis and then 2) shared the
results of the first cycle coding and associated quotes. This peer was asked to act as a
devil’s advocate who “keeps the researcher honest” (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The peer reviewer generally agreed with the researcher’s initial coding and offered
interesting nuances that the researcher had not previously considered.
Consistency

Consistency revolves around, “whether the results are consistent with the data
collected” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 250). In quantitative research, consistency — or
dependability — often relates to the repeatability of findings. However, because qualitative
research is driven by respondents’ construction of meaning in a range of ways, replication
of such studies does not necessarily produce the same results (Tracy, 2013). Therefore, in
qualitative studies, “rather than demanding that outsiders get the same results, a
researcher wishes outsiders to concur that, given the data collected, the results make
sense — they are consistent and dependable” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, pp. 250-251).
The use of a reflexivity statement and peer review described earlier as methods to
enhance internal validity also enhanced the trustworthiness of this study in terms of

consistency.
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External Validity

External validity addresses the extent to which results from one study may be
transferable to other contexts (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The burden of
determining a study’s external validity often rests less with its original investigator than it
does with those exploring the issue in a new context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While the
results of any qualitative study may not be exactly applicable other contexts, external
validity helps ensure that generalizations or extrapolations from a given study are
applicable to others (Patton, 2015).

The external validity of this study was strengthened through the use of thick
description (Creswell, 2013; Geertz, 1973), which Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have
explained as “description of the setting and participants of the study, as well as detailed
description of the findings with adequate evidence presented in the form of quotes from
participant interviews” (p. 257). In describing findings from this study, especially through
quotes elicited from study participants, the researcher provided thick description from the
perspective of the interns themselves that shed light on how individual internship
experiences contribute to the development of soft skills.

While all of the techniques described here were important for establishing the
trustworthiness of the upcoming study, “ultimately, for better or worse, the
trustworthiness of the data is tied directly to the trustworthiness of those who collect and
analyze the data” (Patton, 2015, p. 706). As such, the most important trustworthiness
measure for this inquiry was the rigorous and ethical thinking of the researcher himself

(Patton, 2015).
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In order to conduct this qualitative inquiry, the researcher completed

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training as part of The George

Washington University Institutional Review Board process. As a prerequisite for
conducting research at the host institution, the researcher completed a course offered by
the host site entitled Human Subjects in Research (see Appendix B). Next, the researcher
applied for and received human subjects research approval from the Institutional Review
Boards at both the host institution and The George Washington University (see Appendix
C).

Several measures were taken during this study to ensure its high ethical standards
and the protection of research participants. During recruitment for this study, participants
were offered information that described how involvement with the study was completely
voluntary, required participants’ informed consent, and was designed to protect privacy. It
was expected that participation in this study would expose respondents to minimal risk.
This study did not employ any deception nor was it expected that participation in this
study would lead those involved to any embarrassment or psychological stress. Following
the successful completion and publication of results from this study, all data and
personally identifiable information associated with this investigation will be destroyed.

Summary of Research Methodology

This chapter has reviewed the research methodology for this study, including its
epistemological orientation, its methodological approach, site and participant selection,
data collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, as well as human participant and ethics
considerations. This study utilized qualitative methodology and a basic qualitative design

so the researcher might fully explore the nature of internship experiences that develop
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interns’ soft skills. The primary source of data for this study was interviews with interns —
the resulting qualitative data was analyzed using Saldafia’s first and second cycle coding
method. The researcher employed numerous and varied trustworthiness measures to help
strengthen the internal validity, consistency, and external validity of this study.
Additionally, with the approval of two IRBs, the researcher took multiple steps to ensure
that this study was conducted in a way that was both ethical and protected research

participants.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

This study sought to strengthen understanding about the nature of internship
experiences that develop intern soft skills. This topic is important because there is
increasing recognition that students are not developing all the skills in school that
employers need (Angeles, 2014; CareerBuilder, 2017; Stewart et al., 2016; Tulgan, 2015).
In particular, students entering today’s workforce generally lack the ability to
communicate clearly, get along with others, and act professionally (Iske et al., 2017).
This soft skills deficit is a challenge for students, employers, and educators (Barnett,
2012).

While educators have found that helping students develop soft skills in the
classroom is difficult, internships are widely recognized as an effective alternative
(Murphy & Johnson, 2011). However, the capacity of internships to develop interns’ soft
skills is limited because understanding about the nature of internship experiences that
develop soft skills is relatively limited.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain further understanding about
intern soft skill development by asking the research question: What is the nature of
internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills? Study sub-questions included (a)
What internship experiences contribute to interns’ soft skill development?; and (b) How
do these internship experiences develop interns’ soft skills?

This chapter presents the major findings of this inquiry. It opens with a brief
review of the concepts, literature, and methods involved in this study. This is followed by
a second section describing 125 first cycle codes and a third section describing 10 second

cycle categories that emerged from analysis of data obtained. The fourth section of this
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chapter presents several assertions developed from these categories. Finally, a summary
of findings is offered.
Concepts, Literature, and Methods

As discussed in Chapter 2, the conceptual framework for this study is
circumscribed by the concept of experiential learning. In turn, nested inside the concept
of experiential learning, the conceptual frame of this study depicts internships as a form
of experiential learning. Within this internship realm, the conceptual framework depicts
context, biography, and mentorship as external factors that influence intern experiential
learning.

At the center of this study’s conceptual frame, intern experiential learning is
represented by a depiction of the experiential learning model (Kolb, 2015). Shown within
this model are the four main components of experiential learning theory. These include
sensation of concrete experience (CE), the reflection of reflective observation (RO), the
comprehension of abstract conceptualization (AC), and the action of active
experimentation (AE).

From intern experiential learning involving sensation, reflection, comprehension,
and action influenced by the external factors of context, biography, and mentorship, the
conceptual frame of this study illustrates soft skills as an output. Specifically, these soft
skills are represented by the domains of communication, relationships, and
professionalism.

Decisions about which ideas were most appropriate to include in the conceptual
framework of this study were driven by a review of relevant literature. As discussed in

Chapter 2, this review revealed that many of the ideas that seemed important for this

87



study emerged in more than one stream of literature. For example, the importance of
context emerges from both the experiential learning (Boud et al., 1993) and internship
(D’Abate et al., 2009; Rothman, 2007) literature. Similarly, the importance of biography
emerges from both the experiential learning (Alheit, 2009; Mezirow, 1991) and internship
(Barnett, 2012; Narayanan et al., 2010) literature. Likewise, the idea of reflection
emerges in both the internship literature (Stephen & Knouse, 2008) and with the idea of
experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015).

Guided by ideas depicted in its conceptual framework and as described in Chapter
3, this study employed a basic qualitative methodology to delve into the nature of
internships that develop interns’ soft skills. Findings presented here are based on
qualitative analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews with 19 research
participants. Guided by a review of the literature, interview questions employed by this
study were designed to explore ideas especially relevant to understanding the nature of
internship experiences that develop intern soft skills. Analysis of this data led to the
development of first cycle codes, a set of second cycle categories, and several assertions
relevant for addressing the research questions of this study.

First Cycle Codes

Initial coding, also known as open coding (Miles et al., 2014), conducted during
first cycle data analysis on data obtained during this study rendered 121 words and
phrases as codes. These included: action, active, as | do, big, biography, body language,
boss, busy, career interest, colleague, communication, commuting, connecting the dots,
connections, consideration for others, contemplate, context, conversation, coordinator,

current internship, director, discipline, doing, dress, email, environment, example,
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excited, expectations, experience, face-to-face, feel like I do, field, focus, food, friend,
friendly, fun, gallery, getting things done, guiding, handle, hanging out, housing, hurt,
identity, important, impressed, in charge, included, informal, initiative, integrity, interact,
interest, interfacing, internship tasks, isolated, lab, language, leadership, lingo, lonely,
love, manager, meals, meant, meeting, memo, mentor, mentorship, message, miss,
money, motivated, my fellow, natural, new, office, on time, organic, organization, past
career experience, past communication experience, phone, physical arrangement of
office, polished, prestige, professional, reading situation, relationships, repetition,
reputation, responsible, role-model, same as me, school, significance, small, social,
space, sponsor, staff, status, structure, supervisor, surprise, talk, teacher, team,
terminology, test, thinking, topic, translate, trust, trying, understanding, visitors, winning,
workplace, and writing. Once identified through first cycle initial coding, these terms and
phrases were grouped into categories as part of second cycle data analysis.

Second Cycle Categories

This section summarizes how codes and phrases identified during the initial
coding of first cycle data analysis in this study were grouped into categories through
pattern coding of second cycle data analysis. Participant responses relevant to each
second cycle category are also discussed.

Saldafia (2011) has noted that as pattern-making beings, humans “apply the same
process to data analysis. Patterns are constructed by reorganizing and grouping data into
comparable categories and/or themes” (p. 26). Ten categories identified during second
cycle data analysis in this study are presented with corresponding first cycle codes upon

which they are based in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1 First Cycle Code Basis for Second Cycle Codes

First Cycle Codes Second Cycle Category

action, active, busy, doing, handle, repetition, test, trying  Action

commuting, consideration for others, dress, example, Being Professional
focus, food, getting things done, housing, in charge,

initiative, integrity, leadership, money, on time, polished,

professional, reputation, responsible, staff, trust, winning

biography, career interest, identity, interest, past career Biography
experience, past communication experience, school

big, context, environment, friendly, gallery, included, Context
informal, lab, natural, office, organic, organization,

physical arrangement of office, small, space, status,

structure, workplace

communication, conversation, email, face-to-face, Interactions
interact, interfacing, meeting, memo, message, hone, talk,

visitors

boss, coordinator, director, guiding, manager, mentor, Mentorship

mentorship, role-model, sponsor, supervisor, teacher

connecting the dots, contemplate, expectations, thinking ~ Reflection

as | do, colleague, connections, feel like 1 do, friend, Relatability
hanging out, isolated, lonely, meals, me fellow,
relationships, same as me, social, team

current internship, excited, experience, fun, hurt, Senses
impressed, internship tasks, love, miss, new, surprise

body language, discipline, field, important, language, Significance
lingo, meant, motivated, prestige, reading situation,
significance, terminology, topic, translate, understanding

Identification of these 10 categories during second cycle data analysis offer insight into
the nature of internship experiences that develop soft skills. Study participant responses

related to each of these categories are discussed below.
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Interactions

When asked to describe examples of communication that took place during their
internship, participants in this study tended to instead describe interactions they
experienced. While the distinction between interactions and communication can be
subtle, definitions can offer some insight about the difference between the two.
Interactions involve a “mutual or reciprocal action or influence” (Merriam-Webster,
2017b). Communication, on the other hand, involves, “a process by which information is
exchanged between individuals through a common system of symbols, signs, or
behavior” (Merriam-Webster, 2017a).

During this study, some participants described how communication during their
internship was limited because they generally had limited opportunities to interact with
others:

I don’t really want to spend my time in the archives forever because they’re
isolating. I know I just used that word, but they’re so lonely. (Participant 19)

The only interaction that | have had was between my sponsor, and then the curator
who was working on the exhibit. We’ve had a little bit of interaction other people
that actually created the exhibit itself because it breaks down into a bunch of
different people who are in charge of a bunch of different things. But as far as
what we’ve been researching, it has just been the two of them. (Participant 18)
Last summer the space was in the middle of moving so...you would never really
need to interact whereas this summer...it was more like our space. It just felt
more like an intern space rather than us just being thrust into this other space that
was obviously used for another purpose. (Participant 15)

Though these statements were offered in response to questions about communication,

rather than talk about communication, participants instead described a lack of social

interaction with others. Where social interactions were few, participants offered little or

nothing about communication that occurred during their internship.
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In contrast, other participants explained how regular social interactions during
their internship resulted in more opportunities to communicate:

I’m also helping to develop two carts for the exhibits, like the touch-carts where
people can come interact with objects or learn something...but there are a lot of
people who | interact with. We have like recurring meetings where I’m seeing the
same core group of people every week or every other week. My supervisor isn’t
actually the one who’s in charge of developing the cart...So, yeah, there’s a lot of
other staff members who I really regularly interact with. (Participant 5)

I’m in visitor services, which means that no two days are alike. It’s really
unpredictable. It’s really fast-paced and dynamic and people focused...l would
say about half the time I’m out on the floor directly interfacing with visitors,
creating a visitor experience as they say, and overseeing a team of
volunteers...and there are plenty of organic conversations that come up. There are
plenty of conversations that crop up on topics like why female icons in aviation
are really important and inspiring the next generation of young women, or about
why this child chose this museum out of all other museums for their one day here,
or any kind of range of topics...I don’t think | expected to be drained by talking to
hundreds of people a day. | was very surprised when | first realized that | started
to get home and just wanted to take a break from people! (Participant 13)

Often, I’ll go into my supervisor’s office and say, “Is there anything | can help
you with while you’re on reference?” Not just him, but other supervisors as well.
With my fellow interns, whenever we do runs together, we’ve had to
communicate constantly, “Oh, can you look up this collection for me while | do
this?” or, “Oh, do you remember off-hand where that collection was from?”
(Participant 1)
These statements stand out in the sense that, when asked about communication during
their internships, interns who experienced regular social interactions offered responses
with specific references to communication using words such as meetings, interfacing,
conversations, talking, and communicate. Where social interactions where frequent,
interns described experiences related to communication.
Participant accounts also suggest that intern communication opportunities are

bolstered not only by the number of social interactions one has during an internship, but

also by the variety of those interactions. For example, participants offered:
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Sometimes it’s more fun being inside, because that way everyone’s there. When
it’s a rainy day, everyone’s inside, so you can talk to other groups, see what
they’re up to, see what they’ve been doing, stuff like that. It’s different. It’s
talking to more people. Not to talk bad about my mentor, but if it’s just me and
him every day, it kind of gets a little old. (Participant 8)

The first couple of weeks of my internship, it would be every day or so we’d go
out with the horticulturist to their garden, and walk around and talk for an hour or
two hours, like that...My team is pretty small, it’s my boss, a contractor, and me,
and that’s it. All the projects that we’re working on, it’s us three working
together...1 would say we don’t necessarily spend that much time together, but we
do communicate a lot. We have bi-monthly meetings where we’ll get together and
we’ll talk about stuff. Rarely call or text anybody, except for maybe out in the
field. If it’s not face-to-face, it’s definitely email communication. (Participant 9)

I liked that it was more or less an open office, because it’s really good to
communicate with people and if you need to bounce ideas off people or just be
able to talk to others, whether it’s staff members or interns...it’s a relatively small
museum compared to some of the other ones here. But, that’s also kind of
enjoyable in a sense that I like talking to people face-to-face. As well as email
because | like writing. But it was nice to be able to send an email, “can | come
over to your office, because 1’d like to talk to you about this?”” And then | would
just walk over there and do that. So | would do that a lot of times, especially if |
was talking with curators about the project. | would try and talk to them face-to-
face. But of course, email too, when necessary. (Participant 12)

So there are meetings that we have weekly with just our print team, and then |
guess monthly meetings with the print and digital team together just to kind of
catch up and go over our strategy and what not. We mostly communicate through
Outlook...through email. But we just started using this project management
software, and our project manager of course was like super into it. But we kind of
talk through that. You can leave messages on there, but I would say still mostly
through Outlook because everyone still is trying to transition over. (Participant
14)

These responses suggest that communication experience during an internship is enhanced

when interns have opportunities to compare and contrast different kinds of

communication with different people.

Hence, participants’ responses suggest opportunities to gain and convert

communication experience into soft skill knowledge during internships is related to the

number and variety of social interactions an intern encounters during their internship.
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While such interactions often seem to provide opportunities to gain communication
experience, they do not always necessarily lead to opportunities to gain relationship
experience. Although, they may.
Relatability

While communication involves, “a process by which information is exchanged
between individuals through a common system of symbols, signs, or behavior”
(Merriam-Webster, 2017a), relationships involve, “a state of affairs existing between
those having relations or dealings” (Merriam-Webster, 2017c). Like communication, the
ability to create and maintain interpersonal relationships is recognized as a domain of soft
skills (Cherniss & Boyatzis, 2014; Riggio, 2014b). However in contrast to
communication, which seems largely driven by the number and variety of social
interactions an intern encounters during an internship, relationship experience seems to
rely more on how much relatability an intern encounters during their internship.

Some study participants explained how they established strong relationships with
others because of shared professional interests, often related to the internship at hand:

I think just that naturally, meeting so many other people who love history as much

as | do, that’s just something that naturally takes down a barrier instantly.

(Participant 1)

With the interns I’ve worked with because they’re all also future teachers, as well,

and so just getting to spend time with those people, and people that are so excited

about that...in that respect, and I can see they feel the way I do has been really

great. (Participant 3)

Once | started getting into the molecular side of genetics I really just loved it and

was just looking for any project where | could continue to develop the skills and

learn as much as | can...everyone was with me pretty much every time | was

there for the first few weeks, making sure |1 knew what | was doing. There’s

another person that works there and her and | have a pretty good relationship.

She’s really good at that kind of computational biology type stuff, which, is what
she’s doing. (Participant 16)
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Phrases such as people who love history as much as | do, and they feel the way | do, and
just really loved it associated with descriptions of good relationships suggest that interns
tend to establish strong relationships, and thereby gain experience with such
relationships, when they share others’ interest in the topic area of the internship.

But while some interns clearly found common ground with colleagues based on
shared professional interests, other interns offered examples of relationships established
around shared personal interests not necessarily related to the internship at hand:

Yeah, volunteers are good. There’s another gentleman, I’ve been kind of talking to

him about music and stuff when I can. He’s a great guy to also talk with.

(Participant 20)

Yeah, besides my mentor, one of the volunteers that we have, | talk to her a lot.

She used to be in the park service, so that was very helpful to me. She used to do

a lot of forestry over in California. (Participant 8)

To establish strong relationships, and thereby gain experience with such relationships,
participant references to topics such as music or forestry indicate that common interests
during an internship need not necessarily be professional or directly related to the
internship.

In other cases, participants explained how relationships formed during their
internship were based neither on shared professional nor personal interests, but rather, on
shared demographics. It seems that sometimes, interns form relationships with others
simply because of a similarity based on similar age, position, or biography.

It was really nice this summer as far as like the social experience in the internship,

like there are people in my age range...I really enjoyed hanging out with them all

of this summer. It was actually not quite as much of a thing with my experience
last summer. It was just that it didn’t really work out where like people kind of

like became friends. But this summer right away everyone was like willing to be
friendly. (Participant 15)
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There’s a lot of other staff members who | really regularly interact with...1I eat
lunch with two colleagues who are contractors. We just eat outside, because we
don’t have a window. I think they’re both like upper 20s, close to 30. They’re
both out of grad school, so, they’ve been here for a couple of years....obviously,
because there are different workplaces with different people, you always relate to
people a little bit differently, but | don’t see them as being other than me. | don’t
see them as like outranking me or anything like that. (Participant 5)

I mean we were definitely all friendly with each other. There were nine of us
interns....so we definitely stuck together and stuff...it really was a really fantastic
combination of social aspects, and | don’t necessarily just mean social in a
goofing off kind of way but, being able to interact with people, make new
connections with people, and get to figure out what visitors are like at a museum.
Stuff like that. Professional as well as personal social aspects to it. (Participant
12)

A lot of the staff now were actually interns. A vast majority actually were interns
in this exact same position | was in. And I really think that helped because they
were very, | don’t know, it was just more relatable. They, I think they were more
understanding of what the internship really was or how | was feeling. So, I think it
was just easier for them to help the interns feel welcome when they were in our
shoes, you know, as little as a year ago to maybe like five, six, seven, ten years
ago. (Participant 4)

Participants described how relationships formed during their internship were
sometimes based not on common interests or demographics, but simply on where their
internship took place. Some interns proactively sought to form relationships with people
who they regularly encountered in physical proximity to where they did their internship,
regardless of whether such people were or were not directly involved with their
internship:

I spent a lot of time out in the gallery, so | got to know a lot of the security

officers, which I really enjoyed because I felt like, because they are staff at the

museum, but they’re also not staff so to speak. But I really enjoyed getting to
know them. So that was another great social aspect. Just getting to know everyone
in the museum, either from facilities or people who were curators or, like, who all

are in the museum. (Participant 12)

I’ve gotten to know all the security guards in my building because they’re
awesome...During my lunch break I’ll pop outside. There’s this homeless guy,
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you’ve probably seen him, that sits out there. So | usually try to either go sit by
him or go out and give him something. (Participant 3)

When I first think of the most responsibility I have within my internship. It’s the
times when I’m the coordinator and I’m the one in charge out on the floor for all
of the mayhem that’s going on. So there’s me and my volunteers at the welcome
center and a rocket and the visitors and | would say the first thing that comes to
my mind, in the future when | imagine when I look back on this internship, I will
first think of being out on the floor with everybody. (Participant 13)

In contrast, study participants who described how they just never encountered

many others with whom they could relate during their internship recounted few

relationships:

What surprised me? I’m trying to think of what my expectations were. | think |
did think that there were going to be a lot of other interns...but I’m the only
marketing intern...I definitely didn’t make a best friend. (Participant 6)

I haven’t related to others so much, because a lot of the people I interact with
truly, truly enjoy academic research and really enjoy the process, which is sitting
around and reading documents....the one other intern that’s also in my cubicle
loves it, but I am missing that joy. (Participant 19)

I think here, the other interns, we’re all completely different....l don’t think any
of us really necessarily share, at least school-wise, none of us have the same
major, none of us are planning on doing the same things with our lives.
(Participant 2)

These statements suggest that where interns lack chances to connect with others that

share their interests, demographics, or even physical location, opportunities to form

relation

limited.

another

ships and thereby gain relationship experience during their internship is relatively

Participant responses suggest that one’s ability to find something in common with

(i.e. professional interests, personal interests, shared position, or even just being

in the same place) is key for gaining relationship experience during an internship. At least
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for developing relationship skills, what an intern finds in common with another doesn’t
seem to be as important as just their ability to find something in common.
Being Professional
In addition to communication and relationships, a third major domain of soft
skills revolves around the idea of professionalism (Kamin, 2013; Robles, 2012). But
whereas intern communication experiences seem most driven by number and variety of
social interactions, and intern relationship experiences seems most driven by
opportunities to relate with others, intern professionalism experiences seem most driven
by opportunities to act professionally or observe others acting professionally.
Participants described how they felt more independent and professional during
their tenure as an intern simply because they had to maintain a working-world schedule,
and sort out logistics of post-dorm life:
For the first week of my internship, | got swept up in this diurnal tide of young
professionals that rushes into the city every day at nine o’clock in their suits and
nice clothes, and then recedes out a four o’clock, comes back at five or six
changed into comfortable clothes, spends the money that they made that day at
bars. (Participant 3)
I’m no longer a student, I’ve had to find my own living now, so now I’m in a
room in a private house and that’s what 1’m doing now...but it’s been way more
stressful than I thought it would be. | came here pretty confidently, I’ve traveled
overseas. They speak English here, they have the same money, it’s fine. Not a
problem. And it was, but then finding housing was just so stressful. It’s so
expensive. (Participant 19)
When I first arrived, | stayed at a university, in their dorms. And I did that just
because, | was like, that’s safe, that’s easy, I’m just gonna do that. It wasn’t
terribly expensive. So that’s what | did. Right now is when the panic has set in,
trying to find another place. But yeah, I’m just using Craigslist and trying to find

places. | drove to get here. My family, we did like a little road trip...and they
dropped me off. Yep. With all my stuff. (Participant 8)
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These statements confirm that even first-time working-world adulting acts like sorting
out transportation, clothes, money, and housing associated with an internship offer interns
a chance to develop knowledge about soft skills. While interns may generally have prior
experience with such life logistics, as the experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) notion
of active experimentation might predict, the act of grappling with such challenges in the
working world as an intern provides a platform for transforming this experience into
knowledge about professionalism.

Multiple participants explained how they felt especially professional during their
internship because they were assigned tasks that seemed significant:

I get to work on my own project. It’s really cool. I’m rehousing a collection of a
former curator, actually...it’s really involved. There’s a lot of little things that |
get to do. | get to do a little bit of the science stuff of conservation, which I’ve
never done before so that’s really cool. I learned how to flatten a page, which
normal people are like, “Oh, just put it under a heavy book”...I’m trying to figure
out how to break the intern barrier, so to speak, so I think this project is really
helpful with that. (Participant 10)

I was surprised by the amount of responsibility that they let me have for things
and creative freedom. | don’t know what | expected, but I think sometimes people
are really particular about how they want things done a certain way. But it’s a lot
more relaxed of an environment than | thought it would be or that I’m used to, as
far as an office environment goes. But I think just the amount of freedom that they
let me have in starting projects, from coming up with a concept to getting a proof
from the printer, I kind of didn’t expect for them to let me do the whole process.
(Participant 14)

I think it’s a little different, just in the way work is kind of structured, in that at a
certain time | decided to turn it off. When | leave the office, I still check my
emails pretty much consistently, all the time, because it bothers me not to know
things. But it’s not like school where you go to class and then you have
homework. It never really ends. It’s not that they lay all this critical stuff on me or
anything here, but there’s a difference to feeling like you’re part of something
larger. Not really an assembly line or anything, but if | dally or don’t get to a
certain letter, then someone else isn’t going to be able to get some of their work
done. (Participant 17)
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I’m really enjoying the work 1’m doing; we’re working with leading edge stuff.
Like this genomics stuff. Stuff like that, not many community college students get
to do stuff like that, or even undergraduate students. I’m really surprised that they
trust me to use this stuff. It’s a serious project. (Participant 16)

Similarly, some study participants explained how they felt very professional because they

had been tasked with some of the same responsibilities regularly assigned to staff:
That’s one thing I’ve really liked most about this internship. | feel like I’m doing a
lot of the same things that my superiors, my supervisors are doing...The other day
I was working with my supervisor and together we were re-sleeving some of the
slides in one collection. (Participant 1)
I think I liked how active it was just because | actually got to do things. Very
quickly, 1 was physically handling artworks, which I guess I didn’t expect to get
to do. And it was very satisfying for me...I mean if you’re a museum person, |
guess, or like an art person, there’s just something about being, having
unrestricted access... It was nice that | got the opportunity to, and that | wasn’t
just, you know, standing off to the side while the actual staff was handling things.
Because it wasn’t necessarily that | needed to, you know, but I’ve been yearning
to move said painting, | was allowed to, instead of just observing. So, | was in the
fray. (Participant 4)

It also was kind of nice and | felt more like they were actually integrating us into
the staff and into the workplace. (Participant 12)

These responses suggest that when interns saw what they were doing as significant and/or
important enough to usually be done by staff, their sense of professionalism was
enhanced.

Besides gaining professionalism experience through comprehension of internship
activities usually reserved for staff or those that seem particularly significant, participants
also described how they learned about professionalism by observing others act
professionally:

I would say people at the museum are pretty professional for the most part...I do

think there were instances of people handling themselves very well given the
situation. (Participant 12)
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Oh, I definitely look up to my main supervisors on the visitor services team. We’ll
get an email that just sounds like a crazy alien conspiracy theorist and I’m like,
“How can we possibly respond to this inquiry without just sounding like we’re
ridiculing them?” Then I’ll see another email pop into the inbox and it’s one of
my two supervisors who has just written the most articulate and official reply with
no hints of incredulousness at all, and I’'m like, “Where do those words come
from that you just handled this weird situation in such a professional manner?”
(Participant 13)

Oh, yeah, | think my manager is a really, really good example of professionalism.
We had this meeting that was, | think we were all, actually all the interns were
talking about it, that was really sort of like an emblematic incident of what
facilities management is. It was this big meeting with all the workers where my
manager told the crowd that they have to take half an hour lunches instead of hour
long lunches and obviously there was just like chaos and everyone was really
upset and they were yelling...we had to see how he would handle it and he did
really amazing and was just really calm the whole time and very professional and
he was being attacked kind of personally but then also just maintained
professionalism the whole time. It was very impressive. (Participant 15)

Conversely, participants also described how they also learned about professionalism
during their internship by noticing when colleagues seemed to act unprofessionally:
There’s another guy. He’s more kind of off in a little corner. He doesn’t really
interact very much with us interns. He’s kind of ... think sometimes he could be a
bit more professional as far as helping us interns. What we’re supposed to do or
whatever. (Participant 20)
Sometimes my mentor, she’s not the best professional example because,
apparently, I’ve been learning, she’ll forget that we have to do things or certain
little things, parts of projects that she’ll tell me to do something in the wrong
order so it kind of messes up someone else’s path. (Participant 10)
Even the simple act of observing others acting professionally, or not, offers interns
experience related to professionalism.
Study participants offered evidence to suggest that interns gain experience and

knowledge related to professionalism when they have opportunities to act professionally

and/or observe professionalism. Of course, during an internship the person often best
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positioned to offer opportunities for an intern to act professionally and/or role model
professionalism, is the intern’s mentor.
Mentorship

As literature reviewed in Chapter 2 — especially sources related to internships —
has described, the amount of mentorship an intern receives during their internship is often
hugely influential for the outcome of that intern’s overall experience (Cordeiro & Sloan,
1996; Feldman & Weitz, 1990; Woodside et al., 2009). Given this study’s focus on the
nature of internship experiences, and the inclusion of mentorship as an idea depicted in
its conceptual framework, it follows that participant responses about mentorship deserve
attention.

Corroborating the literature, the notion that mentorship is key to internships is a
theme that ran throughout descriptions offered by participants in this study. As many of
the statements already outlined in this chapter suggest, it follows that mentors are very
influential to the development of intern soft skills. In multiple statements, participants
described how internship mentors facilitated experiences with communication,
relationships, and professionalism:

My mentors have been awesome, as well as kind of the upper ups, | guess. Our

division is pretty small, but the director of our unit as well as the director of our

division have both been extremely open. I’ve gotten to have some awesome

conversations with the two of them. (Participant 3)

My direct supervisor was really great. We’ve had a lot of really good

conversations both about work-related stuff and about personal stuff. Although it’s

kind of personal interests and stuff like that. So I think we definitely get along
really well on a personal level. I think our characters, like our personalities, kind

of get along very well, are very well matched. (Participant 12)

My mentor is really professional. She’s able to maintain her temper in a way that

I’m not at all. We had a mishap with our data, because somebody messed with it,
and deleted it. If that had been like, me personally, | would not have handled it
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nearly as well as she did. She spoke in a normal tone, she was clearly very upset,
that was four years of work...l don’t know if I learned it...I"ve learned how to
maintain my cool better because of it. But, I’ve seen a very good example of
professionalism in that moment. | was more impressed than anything else.
(Participant 16)

Interestingly, it seems that mentorship does not always originate with one’s
formally assigned mentor. Several participants noted how they felt like they received
more mentorship from staff besides their official mentor:

As for who I've learned the most from, probably the two contractors in my office,
because | just spend the most time with them, so if | have just like a quick
question, or if I'm not sure how to phrase an email, or if I don't know how some
staffing thing works, they're just the quick ones that | can ask a question to. Just in
sheer volume, probably them, but that's not to say that | haven't learned from my
mentor, because if | do have a bigger question, or something that's a little bit like
broader, | go to her with that. (Participant 5)

My mentor, he's been more of ... | haven't really communicated too much with
him, but, on occasion yes. But, he's a banjo player and I'm a bluegrass fan and
everything. So, | play mandolin, guitar. So, it's kind of interesting to talk to him
one on one a few times here and there...It's mainly been just me and this other
colleague; she's good also to talk to and ask questions. (Participant 20)

At my internship, not a ton of mentorship. But there was, he’s not an
anthropologist actually, but there’s one other guy that | met. It was one of those
things, I was like, “Oh, I wish I knew about him sooner.” A guy in like exhibit
design would show us like really interesting things, | met with him a couple times,
too. (Participant 15)

So this poorly drawn drawing is of our office. So this is like our creative
director’s office, which is right near where 1 sit. This is our project manager’s
office, and he stands at his desk...This is where my mentor sits and this is the
other designer who I’ve worked with almost as much, especially when my mentor
went on vacation so | was working with the other designer while she was out.
(Participant 14)

Participants also explained how, in some cases, mentors were great at giving
guidance or role modeling some aspects of soft skills, but not others:
My mentor is very much a professional...she’s been here for 30 or 40 years, she’s

very much the professional in her field...She’s a pro...but is a little old fashioned
and likes having everything hard copy for her. (Participant 19)
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My mentor is amazing. She has a great story and has lots of

knowledge...Sometimes there’s a meeting in the morning or the afternoon that

she takes me to whether it’s an exhibition meeting for an upcoming exhibit or a

department meeting, so those are cool...she is fascinating and friendly. It’s really

friendly, and frankly, weird and informal... Sometimes my mentor, she’s not the

best professional example. (Participant 10)

While study participants who did not receive strong mentorship during their internships
still recounted some experiences related to soft skills, generally, those who had strong
mentors were able to describe many more such experiences.

As strong mentorship enhances internship experiences overall, it also seems to
strengthen internship experiences that develop soft skills in particular. It is interesting to
consider that a good mentor can provide many of the requirements an intern needs to
develop soft skills. For example, a mentor can be the interlocutor an intern needs to gain
experience and knowledge related to communication. Similarly, when interns and
mentors have things in common, strong relationships can form as a source of intern
relationship experience. In the same way, when mentors are adept at assigning tasks that
seem significant and/or role-modeling professional behavior, interns gain experience and
knowledge related to professionalism.

Study participant responses indicate that strong mentorship is an overarching
factor that accelerates intern soft skill development. In a similar overarching way, context
also accelerates intern soft skill development.

Context
As described by literature reviewed in Chapter 2 (Boud et al., 1993) and

highlighted in the conceptual framework of this study, context is an important factor in

experiential learning. Participants in this study reported a variety of contexts during their
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internships. Their statements suggest that while all internships have the capacity to offer
experience related to soft skills, this happens in some contexts more than others.

Among the most straightforward contextual comparisons that can be made
between internships is an evaluation of the ways that different intern schedules, both in
terms of hours/week and weeks/internship, influence intern experiences. However, in this
study no clear pattern emerged to suggest that intern schedules had an influence on intern
engagement and/or experiences relevant to the development of soft skills.

Similarly, and especially compared to other factors described by participants in
this study, no clear pattern emerged to suggest that the physical location of intern
workspaces has a particularly overarching influence on intern engagement and/or
experiences related to soft skills. In the same way, no clear patterns emerged to suggest
that internships associated with certain disciplines were more conducive to soft skill
development than others.

On the other hand, the size and prestige of the host site organization did seem to
enhance experiences associated with soft skills:

Have | learned anything new about people? I think more than learning something

totally new, it just took what | have already learned and blew it up to a giant scale,

if that makes sense. | don't know what your process was in getting to this
organization, but I'd love to hear it, because this is so much bigger than any office
or organization than I have been a part of before, in an amazing way. (Participant

13)

I’ve learned about getting along with folks here. One, because it’s probably the
largest organization that I’ve worked for. (Participant 16)

I think it's been really surprising to see how big this organization is, and how it's
more than just ... There's so many departments and so many people and so much
that's encompassed in that. And that's been absolutely fascinating to see.
(Participant 7)
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I do like that I have access to this amazing institution... I like the context. It’s
almost like I like the abstract idea of being at this organization, this amazing
institution of knowledge...so I really love the larger idea of what I’m doing, even
though the day-to-day grind is awful (Participant 18)

Essentially, this is me at my desk in the middle of a big city. I’m like surrounded
by big city things, you know? My stuff is going out to all these museums, because
they’re all connected with some of the emails | send and stuff...1 just think | feel
like I’m in the middle of a lot of cool things when I’m kind of here (Participant 6)

Participants also explained how being involved with certain special events or
special projects during their internship offered opportunities to engage soft skills:

So hosting the conference at the beginning of the summer. It was two weeks we
were hosting people from 13 different language groups or something, plus their
linguistic partners. There was tons of people. And so that kind of running around
chaos literally, really brings you together with the other people who | was
working with of ... so that's how I got to know at least one good friend there. That
brought us together. (Participant 7)

I guess one important thing that | like is the fact that I'm contributing to one
important project, you know, this is going to be something that is going to be
preserved over time. So, essentially, working on a big project that's going to be
maybe eventually have some historical significance with research and everything.
(Participant 19)

Interestingly, multiple participants focused on how simply having breaks or meals with
colleagues offered experiences for developing soft skills:

Our small department will eat lunch together. That's great. | end up working a lot
through lunch because | get on these, | feel like 1 got to do this work, and I'm on a
roll. But I also feel like it's important to go to those lunches just so I can have face
time with those people and stuff. (Participant 9)

Pretty much everyone takes lunch around the same time and we all try to meet in
one of the main conference rooms we have. So it’s not everybody, but just all
these people at lunch to eat with in a way that doesn’t feel forced or anything,
which I really enjoy. I mean I’m fine, I’m absolutely fine with being by myself as
well. That’s not something that bothers me very much. But it also was kind of
nice and | felt more like were actually integrating interns into the staff and into the
workplace. (Participant 12)

So I guess that there were a few office traditions. When | was in packing and
shipping, they like to take coffee breaks and they'll sort of invite another registrar
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they'll like go out and get coffee and like, everyone will like sit around and chat.

And then there's also breakfast club, which is on Fridays, where everyone takes

sort of an hour off in the morning and just sit around the conference table and

chat. So I guess just in those down times, off areas, when I sort of, you know, had
the most time to get to know my mentors. The first few times it happened,
whatever mentor | was with would explain what was happening. So it would be
like, "Oh like these are coffee breaks and we take them, and we invite these
people.” And then they, | guess like the first coffee break | went on, they were
like, "Oh do you like coffee?" And I didn't have to go actually, but they invited
me. So yeah | guess I liked the invitation and the explanation of what was
happening made it feel like, “oh okay.” Yeah like | was welcome here, yeah. And
then the first breakfast club I went to, again, | was explained like, "Oh we do this
every Friday and we just sit around. No one's allowed to work." And then they're
just sort of, everyone sort of greets you emphatically when you walk in. They're

like, pull up a chair. (Participant 4)

Participant responses suggest that as interns believe their involvement is more
significant, gain of soft skill experience and knowledge is amplified. Across the board in
terms of developing skills related to communication, relationships, and professionalism,
participants in this study explained how some contexts were more engaging than others.
The extent to which some contexts where more engaging than others seemed to depend
on how much significance an intern comprehended in a given context. Of course, the
significance any internship experience held for any one participant was surely influenced
by that participant’s unique biography.

Biography

As discussed in Chapter 2, both the literature on experiential learning (Alheit,
2009; Mezirow, 1991) and the literature on internships (Barnett, 2012; Narayanan et al.,
2010) have offered that one’s biography can be an important factor. Responses gathered

during this study seem to corroborate the importance of biography during internships, to a

point.
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Because every person’s biography is so unique, it would be difficult to consider
how every aspect of one’s life history impacts experiences they have related to soft skills
during an internship. However, one biographical dynamic that deserves special attention
in this study is the amount of past career experience participants were able to describe.

During this study, participants reported a range of past career experience that ran
across the spectrum from a substantial number of previous jobs and internships to none at
all. However, at least in terms of past career experience, no clear patterns emerged to
suggest that past career experience influenced opportunities for soft skill development
during internships. However, as one might expect, participants with more past career
experience seemed to have a more developed sense about soft skills. For example, when
asked to define professionalism, participants with less past career experience offered
definitions that arguably seemed less developed:

I think professionalism is kind of walking a fine line between super formal and

super casual, at least in this environment. So just | guess in the way that you act

and present yourself and knowing what you're talking about is an important part

of that. (Participant 14)

Professionalism means a lot of things. It means professional attire. Like

conducting yourself in a professional manner. Not cursing, not looking

disinterested at staff meetings. (Participant 6)

On the other hand, participants with more past career experience tended to offer
definitions that were arguably more developed:

I think professionalism is not only being responsible for producing a quality level

of work in an appropriate, timely fashion and also knowing what amount of work

you can take on to ensure that quality, but it's also being able to interact
successfully to make whatever it is, the goal that you're trying to produce, happen.

It's being able to interact with different personalities, and in an appropriate way, in

whatever environment you're in. (Participant 17)

My idea of professionalism is, you know, coming to work with a modicum of
focus and making sure that you're doing your job to the best of your ability, and |
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think that involves not getting distracted by maybe like interpersonal issues you
have with other people. And yeah, just making sure that you're always conducting
yourself to like keep the office running in the most efficient and harmonious way
possible, and making sure that any public facing duties that you have, you're just
presenting yourself with ... what is the word I'm looking for? I mean just making
sure you're upholding the standards of the office, and making sure that you're
following all the procedures and protocols that are necessary, and making sure
that you know best practices and implementing those. (Participant 4)
One might suppose there is ceiling for soft skill development during internships —
a maximum level of soft skill development above which one cannot reach, at least not
through an internship. Were this the case it might follow that those who enter internships
with fewer soft skills have a greater opportunity to develop soft skills than those whose
soft skills have already matured. However, this does not seem to be the case. Rather, from
statements offered during this study, it seems that internships offer an opportunity for
everyone to develop soft skills, regardless of where their soft skill development already
lies as a result of past life experiences. Moreover, from descriptions offered during this
study, it seemed like different participants entered their internships with soft skills that
were stronger in some categories than others. For example, one might enter an internship
with strong communication skills, but not much experience with being professional. Or,
as another example, one might know how to act professionally, but be unskilled with
interpersonal relationships.
While study respondents offered no evidence to suggest that biography influences
the way interns develop soft skills, biography does seem to impact where such skills
stand at the beginning of an internship. In considering the nature of internships that

develop intern soft skills, perhaps the only thing more unique and personal than one’s

biography are their learning processes.
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Sensation

As discussed in Chapter 2, experiential learning theory is the model used in this
study to consider experience gained through sensation. Probably the most straightforward
dynamic of experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) that emerged from participant
interviews in this study was concrete experience, or sensation. That is, experience that
learners gather through their senses or the, “tangible, felt qualities of immediate
experience” (Kolb, 2015, p. 67). As discussed earlier in this chapter, participant responses
during this study suggest that three types of concrete experience are most relevant to the
development of intern soft skills: communication experience, relationship experience,
and professionalism experience.

Given the variety of participant responses already reported that illustrate the ways
interns gain soft skill experience through internships, it is probably not necessary to
repeat them here. However, an overarching idea related to concrete experience that
emerged from this study is the notion that internships offer a unique mix of soft skill
experiences. While other activities may offer experiences related to communication, or
communication and professionalism, or professionalism and relationships — one could
argue that there are relatively few activities that offer soft skill experiences in all three
areas.

Participant responses also suggest that beyond offering a full combination of soft
skill experiences, internships are especially well suited to develop intern knowledge,
including intern knowledge about soft skills, because internships deliver experiences that
are surprising. As discussed in Chapter 2, experiential learning scholars (Marsick &

Watkins, 2001) have noted that experiential learning often requires a trigger, or
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encounters with the unexpected. The terms surprise and unexpected run through
participant responses in this study and suggest that the power of internships to deliver
experiences, including experiences related to the development of intern soft skills, is
enhanced because such experiences are often unpredictable.
Reflection
According to experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015), reflective observation
describes the way a learner converts experience into knowledge through reflection.
During this study, participants described how they reflected about their experiences in a
variety of ways before and after, but rarely during, their internships. Participants reported
this tendency as a daily, weekly, and even seasonal cycle such that they mostly reflected
about their internship when they were away from it:
In terms of when | reflect, the big one for me, and the one that I’ve acutely
noticed, is weekends and especially at the beginning of the summer, because it
was not just my internship but also the idea of living in an apartment and cooking
for myself and not having a meal plan. (Participant 3)
I’ll reflect after the whole experience is over. Unless, | guess, something's going
wrong, | would say I might think about it all of the time at that point. But as far as
what I've learned or what | wish would have happened, it's usually at the end.
(Participant 9)
More specifically, multiple participants recounted how they mostly reflected about their

internship during their commute to or from it:

I guess | reflect probably when I'm commuting because I try and walk. Usually
leaving work. (Participant 4)

I'd say I usually reflect on the way to work, because by the time that I'm coming
home from work, I'm tired and | just want to go home. But on the way to work,
and I'm thinking about what my goals for the day are, what projects I'm working
on. I mean, that is when | get to see how far I've come, and how many things I
have accomplished over the summer. So, yeah, it's usually on the way as I'm sort
of mentally prepping for the day. (Participant 5)
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| often reflect on the train on the way home...kind of just reflect about what
happened that day and then also what | need to do the next day. (Participant 2)

So it’s basically me on the train, and I tried to make myself look super exhausted,
because that’s how I feel all the time. But I’m also just super excited, because
even though this summer is probably the most exhausting thing I’ve ever done,
I’m super happy that I got the opportunity to do it, and | was super happy the
entire time (Participant 2)
The notion that interns reflect most about their internship when they are away from it —
and presumably, also away from their internship mentor — seems to contradict the idea
that mentors are a catalyst for guiding intern reflection. However, as discussed in the
previous section on mentorship, numerous participants described how a mentor lead
learning during their internship. Study participant responses suggest that, while intern
reflection is often driven by strong mentorship, it need not always occur in the immediate
presence of mentors.
Significance
Kolb (2015) has described abstract conceptualization as representing the way
learners convert experience into knowledge through comprehension, or the understanding
of significance. During this study, participants described how their ability to understand
the significance of signs and symbols developed during their internship:
Some days are a little more talkative than others, it just depending on what's going
on in everyone's lives. Because everyone in the office is very friendly and
considers each other to be friends. And so they're like, oh, how is this going in
your life? That happens a lot. And then there are some days people are like, I'm so
busy. Focus, focus, focus, focus...You can tell the difference because it’s just a
body language thing, and I think it’s something that 1’ve just picked up, you
know? (Participant 7)
I guess before | came I didn't know how well we'd get to know the collections. I'm
not saying by any means that 1 know them exceptionally well, or all of them, but
there are definitely some big collections where | kind of know where they are

without having to look them up or generally know where they are or can guess
beforehand. "Oh, this is going to be in the vault, this doesn't seem like it's
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something people use often.” | guess what it's ... | guess it never dawned on me

that would be something that | could just naturally develop, but really know my

supervisors can even tell us, "Oh, it's there” without even checking. That was a

surprise for me. (Participant 1)

As previously discussed, the experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) idea of
abstract conceptualization seems especially important for this study’s analysis of data
related to professionalism and context. Participants in this study seem to verify the idea
that learning, including learning about soft skills, is enhanced when interns comprehend
that they are involved with significant tasks, including assignment usually reserved for
staff.

Action

Active experimentation is the experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) idea that
learners can convert experience into knowledge through action. As previously discussed
throughout this chapter, during their internships participants engaged in a number of
actions that seemed to transform soft skill experiences into soft skill knowledge. Some
more particularly poignant examples of participants converting experience into
knowledge through action include:

Some of the genomic stuff does get repetitive, we're kinda past that point, now

we're ... we've finished our baseline assembly analysis and we're gearing up to

write the paper itself. (Participant 16)

For one thing, I didn't know so many people could take so many photos in one

day. I mean literally it is like a flip book man. It is just click, click, click and it's

like ... People are just moving around. But, | would say kind of just ... It's kind of
the certain processes of how digital photos are organized and everything like that.

I never really knew how these photos like that were processed so heavily and

sifted through before they were eventually put into the database and everything.

It's certainly surprising in that aspect of how much hard work goes into it.

(Participant 20)

I think the difference is at the museum when I'm talking to several hundred
people, I always have to have the answers and | always have to have the smile and
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I always have to help and have the solution...l wouldn’t say the word artificial,
but that it’s like, repetitive a little bit (Participant 13)

Phrases offered in the responses above like repetitive, and flip book indicate how
internships can offer unique opportunities to repeat actions numerous times. Participant
responses suggest that internships can be particularly fertile places for transforming
experience into knowledge through action.

Summary of Categories

A diversity of participants recruited for this study offered numerous statements
about the nature of internships that develop intern soft skills. Participants not only
described experiences specific to soft skills but also talked about dynamics that seem to
have an overarching influence on soft skill development.

From participants’ descriptions, it seems that the opportunity to gain
communication experience during an internship is related to the number and variety of
interactions an intern has during that internship. By comparison, how much relationship
experience an intern gains during an internship seems most related to the relatability of
their internship experience. On the other hand, the amount of professionalism experience
an intern gains during an internship seems to depend on how many opportunities they
have to act professionally or observe others being professional during their internship.

Participants explained how certain dynamics had an overarching influence on
their ability to develop soft skills during an internship. For example, participants able to
describe stronger mentorship during their internship were generally also able to recount
more reflection conducive to soft skill development during their internship. Similarly,
participants reported how being in significant places or being involved with significant

projects were especially conducive for the development of soft skills. While responses
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analyzed for this did not suggest that biography impacts the way interns develop soft
skills, data suggests that biography does influence the level of intern soft skill
development going into an internship. Finally, a variety of participant statements offered
insight into the ways experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) ideas such as sensation,
reflection, significance, and action are important for soft skill development during
internships.
Assertions

Based on qualitative analysis of responses offered by participants during this
study, one can make at least three assertions related to the nature of internships that
develop intern soft skills.
Assertion #1: Interns Have Special Opportunities to Gain Soft Skill Experience
Through Sensation and Action Associated with Social Interactions, Relating to
Others, and Being Professional

In its representation of how experience is transformed into knowledge, Kolb’s
(2015) experiential learning theory represents some of this input as sensation in the form
of concrete experience, and some of this output as action in the form of active
experimentation. From responses obtained in this study, it seems clear that internships
offer ample opportunities to both sense and act through experiences related to soft skills.

When interns are placed in situations where they have a great number and
diversity of interactions, they are required to sense and act in a variety of ways. With
verbal communication, interns hear. With written communication and nonverbal
communication, interns see. In response, interns act by speaking, writing, or displaying

non-verbal communication of their own.
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Likewise, when interns are placed in situations where they can relate to others,
they have a great number and diversity of opportunities to have sensations and take
actions in common with others. For example, participants reported being able to relate
with others because of a shared a sense of love about a particular discipline, shared
positions, shared locations, or even in the very short-term through shared special events
and projects. As part of this sharing, interns not only sense things they have in common
with others, but also express common interests through action.

In the same way, when interns are placed in situations where they can view others
acting professionally such inputs are taken in by the senses. On the other hand, when
given opportunities to act professionally, interns’ sense of professionalism is actualized
by action as a professional.

Moreover, from the data gathered in this study, it seems clear that different
categories of soft skills can develop independent of each other. For example, where
interns have lots of opportunities to observe examples of professionalism and/or act
professionally, but not many social interactions, they may have greater opportunities to
develop professionalism skills than communication skills.

Additionally, from data gathered in this study, it seems evident that opportunities
for interns to encounter the unexpected, both in terms of what they sense and what they
do, amplifies the developmental power of internships. This reflects the experiential
learning literature (Cseh, Watkins, & Marsick, 1999; Eraut, 2011) discussed in Chapter 2,
which describes how encountering the unexpected is often an important trigger for
informal learning. Participant responses also suggest that sensations interns feel are not

always conscious, and actions interns take are not always explicit. In cases where interns
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reported knowing new things they did not know how they knew, this process was clearly
tacit (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).

Of course, according to Kolb’s experiential learning theory (2015) model,
concrete experience is not the only way learners gather experience and active
experimentation is not the only way experience is transformed into knowledge. Running
parallel all the time is experience gained through abstract conceptualization as
comprehension and experience transformed into knowledge through reflective
observation as reflection. While interns sense and act, they are also — no doubt at the
same time — comprehending significance and reflecting. From data gathered in this study,
it seems clear that comprehension and reflection are greatly amplified by engaging
contexts and strong mentorship.

Assertion #2: Intern Opportunities to Gain Soft Skill Knowledge Are Amplified by
the Comprehension of Significant Contexts and Mentorship Driven Reflection

While Kolb’s (2015) experiential learning theory describes how sensation and
action are always at work, comprehension and reflection represent the rest of the story.
According to Kolb, in addition to experience gained through sensation as concrete
experience, learners also gather experience through comprehension of significance as
abstract conceptualization. While abstract conceptualization happens in any context, data
gathered in this study suggest that certain internship contexts greatly enhance this
process.

For example, when placed in contexts that hold special significance for an intern,
that intern’s experience and potential for soft skill development is enhanced. When

interns comprehend that their host organization has special prestige, they believe what
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they were doing matters more. When they have opportunities to go behind the scenes or
join staff-only gatherings, interns are more engaged in their experiences. When interns
are offered opportunities to comprehend special knowledge, language, tools, people or
places, their experiences seem to matter more. It is worth noting that significant contexts
seem to have this influence on all internship experiences, regardless of whether they
relate to soft skills or not. In other words, while comprehension of soft skill experiences
as significant seems to be greatly enhanced by engaging contexts, engaging contexts
alone does not enhance the development of intern soft skills.

While certain contexts seem to enhance intern opportunities to gain experience
through comprehension of significance, some of this experience is converted to
knowledge through reflection. According to Kolb (2015), in addition to experience
transformed into knowledge through active experimentation as action, experience is also
transformed into knowledge through reflective observation as reflection. From
descriptions offered by participants in this study, it seems clear that mentorship greatly
accelerates this process.

For example, as the internship literature (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996; Liu et al., 2011;
Woodside et al., 2009) might predict, when they have active mentors, interns seem to
engage in much more reflective thought about their internship experiences. Strong
mentorship seems to promote interns’ reflective thought about their internship
experiences regardless of whether those experiences involve soft skills, or not. In other
words, while strong mentorship greatly enhances interns’ capacity to gain knowledge

from soft skill experiences, strong mentorship by itself does not.
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Assertion #3: Biography Drives Initial Intern Soft Skill Levels, But Not How Soft
Skills Develop During an Internship

As experiential learning literature (Alheit, 2009; Mezirow, 1991; Super, 1963) has
described, biography influences one’s learning in a variety of ways. To explore the impact
of biography on the nature of internship experiences that develop soft skills, participants
involved in this study were recruited from a wide range of backgrounds and possessed
varying amounts of past career experience.

From the data collected, there is little evidence to suggest that the way interns
gather soft skill experience through sensation and comprehension, or the way they
convert such experience into knowledge through reflection and action is greatly
influenced by biography.

On the other hand, data gathered from this study does suggest that biography
drives the level at which soft skill development occurs. In other words, while intern soft
skill development through sensation, reflection, comprehension, and action is amplified
by strong mentorship and significant contexts, biography does not seem to impact the
process of experiential learning in the same way. However, the level (i.e. basic,
intermediate, advanced) of one’s soft skill abilities antecedent to an internship does
impact where the zone of further potential development exists. From data gathered during
this study, provided an internship offers ample soft skill experiences with engaging
contexts and strong mentorship, it seems that any internship can be an opportunity for an
intern to develop soft skills regardless of how much past career experience that intern has

had or how developed their soft skills already are.
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Summary of Findings

This basic qualitative study sought to strengthen understanding about the nature
of internship experiences that develop intern soft skills Through first and second cycle
analysis of data collected from 19 semi-structured interviews, 10 categories where
identified that might be especially relevant for exploring the nature of intern soft skill
development.

Participant responses gathered during this study suggest that interns gain
communication skills when they have numerous and diverse interactions during their
internship. Findings from this study also suggests that interns develop relationship skills
when they encounter others with whom they can relate during their internship.
Furthermore, data obtained during this study indicate that interns develop professionalism
skills when they have opportunities to act professionally and/or observe others acting
professionally during their internship.

During this study participants described how experiences and knowledge gained
through their internship was enhanced through reflection bolstered by strong mentorship.
Similarly, participants also reported that internship experiences were enhanced by
contexts that seemed significant. Biography does not seem to influence how internships
develop soft skills. However, biography does seem to determine the level of soft skills an
intern may develop during their internship.

Data from this study indicate that internships not only offer unique opportunities
for interns to gain a full range of soft skill experiences through concrete experience as
sensation, but also numerous opportunities to transform experience into knowledge

through active experimentation as action. At the same time, it seems clear from the data
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that strong mentorship during an internship greatly enhances interns’ ability to transform
experience into knowledge through reflection as reflective observation. Moreover, data
gathered in this study also suggests an intern’s ability to gain experience is amplified
when they have opportunities to comprehend significant contexts as abstract
conceptualization.

Based on analysis of data gathered during this study, at least three assertions can
be made. First, interns have special opportunities to gain soft skill experience through
sensation and action. Second, intern opportunities to gain soft skill knowledge are
amplified by engaging contexts and strong mentorship. Third, while biography drives
initial intern soft skill levels, it does not greatly impact how soft skills are developed

during an internship.
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Through a review of relevant literature and qualitative analysis of data obtained
from a series of semi-structured interviews with a diversity of research participants, the
purpose of this study has been to examine the nature of internship experiences that
develop intern soft skills. Towards that end, this study was built around the research
question: What is the nature of internship experiences that develop interns’ soft skills?
Sub-questions included (a) What internship experiences contribute to interns’ soft skill
development?; and (b) How do these internship experiences develop interns’ soft skills?

This chapter opens with a discussion about how ideas relevant to this study may
be interpreted as a result of this study. Based on these interpretations, and in response to
the research questions and sub-questions of this study, the next section offers conclusions.
From these conclusions, the third section of this chapter offers recommendations for
theory, future research, and practice. Lastly, the chapter concludes with some final
thoughts about this study.

Interpretations

In light of the conceptual framework and literature reviewed for this study, this
section interprets findings outlined in the previous chapter offering discussion about (a)
what was known; and (b) what was learned.
What Was Known

Prior to this study, the notion that internships develop soft skills had been well
established (Stack & Fede, 2017). On the other hand, and even though some studies

(Damron, 2017; lu, 2014) have started to emerged, relatively few have examined how
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internships develop soft skills. However, despite the relative lack of research on this
specific topic, at the outset of this study, several things were known tangentially.

From both experiential learning literature (Boud et al., 1993, p. 19) and internship
literature (D’ Abate et al., 2009; Rothman, 2007) in the run up to this study, it seemed
clear that context was an important idea for understanding the nature of internship
experiences that develop intern soft skills. Similarly, both the experiential learning
(Alheit, 2009; Mezirow, 1991) literature and the internship literature (Barnett, 2012)
offered that biography has a connection to soft skill development during internships. In
addition, the internship literature (Cordeiro & Sloan, 1996; Liu et al., 2011; Woodside et
al., 2009) made clear that mentorship is a significant factor related to skill development in
any internship, including those that develop soft skills.

Prior to this study, the experiential learning literature had established that informal
learning often requires learner encounters with the unexpected (Cseh et al., 1999; Eraut,
2004). Additionally, studies prior to this one had described how the type of tasks assigned
during an internship can impact the overall experience (D’Abate et al., 2009). Previous
studies (Clark, 2003; Knouse & Fontenot, 2008; Lang & McNaught, 2013) have offered
numerous examples to show the importance of reflection for learning during internships.
Past scholarship (Rothman, 2007) had also established that the extent to which interns
view their work as significant impacts the extent to which an intern learns during an
internship.

In preparation for this study, a review of the soft skills literature identified three
main domains of soft skills. These include skills related to communication (Robles,

2012), relationships (Riggio, 2014b), and professionalism (Cord & Clements, 2010). As
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discussed in Chapter 2, for this study, skills related to communication include but are not
limited to capacities such as influence, listening, persuasion, public speaking, inspiring,
and facility with language. Relationships relate to capacities, among others, such as
trustworthiness, conflict resolution, likability, and teamwork. Professionalism refers to
capacities that include but are not limited to ideas such as conscientiousness, integrity,
problem solving, and courtesy.

Going into this study, and because of its interoperability with other ideas offered
by the literature on experiential learning, internships, and soft skills, experiential learning
theory (Kolb, 2015) was identified as a model that would be useful to represent the
process of individual learning. The four components of experiential learning theory
include concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active
experimentation. According the to the experiential learning model, experience is gathered
both through concrete experience as sensation, and abstract conceptualization as
comprehension. At the same time, according to experiential learning theory, experience is
transformed into knowledge both through reflective observation as reflection, and active
experimentation as action.

However, amidst all these dynamics, the wild card — and in large part, the genesis
for the research question of this study — was the limited understanding about how the
ideas depicted in the conceptual framework of this study worked together for the
development of soft skills during internships. At the outset of this study, speculation
about many scenarios were possible. For example, given the importance past experiential
learning and internship scholarship has placed on biography, this study might have

discovered that the extent to which internships develop soft skills has little to do with
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internships, but rather, is wholly based on each intern’s past learning life history. In the
same way, given the importance experiential learning and internship literature has placed
on context, this study could have found that internships structured in a certain way,
involving a certain number of people, of a certain duration, or in a certain kind of place
was the key to developing intern soft skills. Or, given the emphasis past internship
literature has placed on mentorship, one might reasonably have supposed that a certain
kind of mentor needed to be involved for an internship to effectively develop intern soft
skills. Likewise, given the importance place on the idea of reflection by the internship
literature and also by the model of experiential learning theory, it might have been
reasonable for one to suppose that in order for an intern to develop soft skills during an
internship, they just needed to spend more time reflecting on soft skills.

Though steps were taken to avoid any preconceived notions about what the
outcome of this study might be, the researcher speculated that the key to intern soft skill
development might depend on factors that were more technical and/or complex. The
researcher supposed that an internship lasting a certain amount of time, or involving at
least a certain number of hours per week might be the distinction between internship
experiences that developed soft skills and those that did not. Or, if that were not the case,
the researcher imagined that the key might be related to certain disciplines, academic
levels, or any one of the scenarios described above.

But, in hindsight, this study revealed that the answer was much more elegant,
simple, and somewhat concealed by its obviousness. As the findings offered in Chapter 4
describe, it seems the nature of internships that develop intern soft skills has more to do

with the fact that internships offer a unique combination of ingredients in a special way
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that makes these experiences ideal for developing soft skills, especially compared to a
traditional classroom.
What Was Learned

Much of what is offered in the literature was corroborated by this study. As the
experiential learning literature predicts, participants in this study confirmed that context
and biography had a big influence on internship learning experiences. Similarly, as the
internship literature suggests, participant responses indicated that context, biography, and
mentorship are big influences on internship experiences. Likewise, an analysis of
participant experiences regarding soft skills suggests that such skills seem to fall into the
domains of communication, relationships, and professionalism.

However, where the literature has offered less in terms of how internships develop
intern soft skills, findings from this study offer more. While dimensions such as curricula,
discipline, timeframe, academic level, and office layout are factors that have been
identified as variables of internship context (Maertz Jr. et al., 2014), such explicit factors
may not be the most important for intern soft skill development. Rather, findings from
this study suggest that the contextual factors that matter most relate to more implicit
factors such as whether or not an intern comprehends context to be significant or
motivating.

Similarly, while the research literature (Barnett, 2012; Narayanan et al., 2010) has
substantiated that the expectations and values an intern holds before an internship can
effect their experience during an internship, findings from this study suggest that this
impact is nuanced. While participant responses in this study confirmed that each intern’s

unique biography impacted the level at which soft skill development occurred during
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their internship, it seemed to have little influence on how that development occurred.
Hence, at least in terms of addressing the research question of this study, biography
seems less important as a factor that influences the way internships develop soft skills
directly. On the other hand, because biography seems to have such an influence on where
that development occurs, it is still an important factor to consider for understanding the
nature of internship experiences that develop intern soft skills.

Focus on the idea of mentorship runs throughout the literature (Cordeiro & Sloan,
1996; Holyoak, 2013; Liu et al., 2011) and it seems well established that strong
mentorship has a positive effect on internship learning experiences. In the internship
literature, the power of mentors to positively influence internship experiences has been
primarily attributed to mentors’ ability to act as learning guides. While this was
corroborated by participant responses in this study, at least in terms of a mentor’s ability
to catalyze intern soft skill development, the story seems to go deeper. In particular,
participant responses suggest that, beyond being just a driving force for reflection about
soft skills, mentors may also be a catalyst for creating soft skill experiences. For example,
where social interactions may facilitate the development of intern communication skills,
mentors may by the interlocutor in such interactions. Where relatability may facilitate the
development of intern relationship skills, a mentor may be the one an intern relates to.
Similarly, while having opportunities to be professional or observe others being
professional may provide the experience an intern needs to develop professionalism
skills, an intern may be the one to provide those opportunities or be a professional role

model.
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Hence, at least three assertions could be made based on what was learned during
this study. First, perhaps more so than any other experience, internships offer special
opportunities for interns to gain soft skill experience through sensation and action
associated with social interactions, relating to others, and being professional. Second,
these experiences are amplified by the comprehension of significant context and
mentorship driven reflection. Third, while biography may impact the level of soft skill
development that takes place during an internship, it does not seem to matter much for
how that development happens. From these assertions, one could draw at least three
conclusions about the research question and research sub-questions of this study.

Conclusions

In response to the research question and sub-questions posed by this study, this
section offers three conclusions. The first and second conclusions address the sub-
questions of this study, while the third addresses the main research question of this study.
Conclusions made in this section include: (a) interns develop soft skills when they
interact, relate, and are professional with others; (b) interns develop soft skills by pushing
boundaries, reflecting with mentors, being motivated, and repeating action; (c) the nature
of internship experiences that develop intern soft skills is their capacity to offer a full
range of opportunities to practice soft skills.

Conclusion #1: Interns Develop Soft Skills When They Interact, Relate, and Are
Professional with Others

In addressing the research sub-question: (a) What internship experiences

contribute to interns’ soft skill development? one may conclude from this study that

internships offer a variety of experiences that are particularly conducive for developing
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soft skills. Internship experiences that offer numerous and diverse interactions develop
intern communication skills. Internship experiences that offer numerous opportunities to
relate with others develop intern relationship skills. Internship experiences that offer
numerous opportunities for interns to act professionally or observe others acting
professionally develop intern professionalism skills. Social interactions, relatability, and
opportunities to be or see others be professional are experiences that contribute to intern
soft skill development. Drawing from theory related to experiential learning, internships,
and soft skills already cited in this study and others, this information can be interpreted in
a variety of ways.

The notion that interactions, relatability, and being professional develop soft skills
during an internship may be informed by social learning theory. In particular, Bandura’s
(1977) social learning perspective of observational learning seems relevant to the
conclusion that interns develop soft skills through interactions, relatability, and being
professional. According to Bandura, observational learning involves observing, imitating,
and modeling others. From this perspective, it follows that having opportunities to
interact and relate with others might also provide opportunities to observe, imitate, and
model others. In the same way, as interns reported that they observed others’
professionalism during this study, observational learning seems at play.

Bandura’s (1982) social learning notion of self-efficacy may also inform this
study’s conclusion that internships offer special experiences conducive for the
development of soft skills. Self-efficacy is a measure of, “how well one can execute
courses of action required to deal with prospective situations” (Bandura, 1982, p. 2).

From this social learning viewpoint, it is interesting to consider that perhaps intern
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agency with soft skills is not entirely a result soft skill ability, but rather, confidence with
soft skill ability. If one supposes that interactions, relating to others, and being
professional during an internship increases an intern’s self-efficacy with communication,
relationships, and professionalism, it follows that increased confidence might lead to
greater adeptness in using such skills.

While social learning theory may inform the conclusion that certain internship
experiences are especially useful for the development of soft skills, there are also
examples from the situated learning literature that may be relevant. In particular, Lave
and Wenger’s (1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation seems to align with the
conclusion that certain internship experiences lead to the development of soft skills. As
mentioned previously, legitimate peripheral participation is a situated learning idea that
holds that as they adopt the knowledge and tools of a group, newcomers move from the
“peripherality” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 36) of the group to greater learning and fuller
participation. From this situated perspective, one could view experiences that develop
intern soft skills as opportunities for newcomer interns to move and learn from the
periphery of the working world more toward its center.

Similarly, Billett’s (2001) situated learning idea of practice based learning may
inform the idea that intern soft skills develop through interactions, relatability, and being
professional. Billett has noted that newcomers learn in the workplace through structured
experiences. Such experiences must be authentic and involve newcomers moving from
the periphery of practice to the center of practice by moving from less important work to

more important work.
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As the internship literature has described, internships are not the only work-
education programs available to early professionals. Alternatives include opportunities
associated with study abroad and/or student organizations, as well as programs related to
service learning, outdoor learning, cooperative learning, and the like (P. Gardner &
Bartkus, 2014). Alternative experiential programs surely offer opportunities to interact,
relate with others, and be professional in ways conducive to the development of soft
skills. However, one could argue that — at least for the development of soft skills relevant
to the working world such as communication, relationships, and especially
professionalism — there are few programs more conducive to soft skill development than
internships. To illustrate that internships represent a particularly effective combination of
ingredients for the development of soft skills, it is perhaps useful to contrast how
traditional classrooms and/or traditional employment often does not.

As the findings in the previous chapter describe, internships offer unique and
genuine opportunities to interact, relate, and be professional. In contrast, such
opportunities in a classroom are limited and at best, manufactured. While an intern may
have an opportunity to hone their communication skills through numerous interactions
with a diversity of people, such interactions by a student in a traditional classroom are
comparably limited. Instead, students in a traditional classroom often have limited
interactions, and therefore limited communication, with a limited pool of people.
Similarly, while an intern may have opportunities to create and maintain relationships
with a diversity people they relate to for a variety of reasons, opportunities to establish
relationships in traditional classrooms are comparatively limited. Likewise, while an

intern may have many genuine opportunities to act professionally and/or observe

131



professionalism during an internship, except for possibly observing a professional
instructor, among fellow students in a traditional classroom one is usually surrounded by
non-professionals.

Even involvement in extra-curricular activities, which many schools offer to
round out formal instruction, may not offer the full range of soft skill experiences that
internships do. While such extra-curricular activities may afford chances to interact and
relate with others, they likely do not offer many opportunities to act professionally or to
observe others act professionally. Internships, on the other hand, have the capability to
offer experiences conducive to the development of a fuller range of soft skills.

Echoing Marsick and Watkins’ (2001) sentiment that learning is best stoked by
encounters with the unexpected or a trigger, findings in this study point to the idea that
internships have an edge over traditional classrooms because internships are
unpredictable. Where students in a traditional classroom often receive a syllabus that lays
out everything they should expect to happen (with the possible exception of a pop quiz)
during the forthcoming course, the working world offers interns no such certainty. Where
students in a traditional classroom may have a textbook that lays out everything one
needs to know, interns often have no such guide. Especially for the development of soft
skills, which are so tacit, encountering the unexpected during an internship is powerful.

While traditional classrooms have limited capacity to offer opportunities for
students to practice a full range of soft skills, one could argue that traditional employment
does. While this is true, internships still have an edge because they are designed to
incorporate the element of mentorship. Mentorship no doubt plays an important role

among professional employees, but perhaps not to the same extent as internships. This is
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because while the primary purpose of professional employment is to meet the employing
organization’s goals, the primary purpose of an internship is to facilitate intern learning.
While a good supervisor knows that employees perform better when they are mentored,
mentorship is often still just a means to another end. On the other hand, for those guiding
an intern, mentorship can be an end unto itself.
Conclusion #2: Interns Develop Soft Skills By Pushing Boundaries, Reflecting With
Mentors, Being Motivated, and Repeating Action

In considering this study’s research sub-question (b) How do these internship
experiences develop interns’ soft skills? one may conclude from this study that
internships incorporate a variety of elements that enhance the ways interns develop soft
skills. Pulling from theory already cited in this study and others, the way these elements
enhance intern soft skill development experiences can be interpreted in a variety of ways.

Drawing from the conceptual framework of this study, experiential learning
theory (Kolb, 2015) offers the idea that at least some of what interns experience related to
the development soft skills — interacting, relating, and being professional with others —
comes in the form of concrete experience, or sensation. Study participant responses about
encountering unexpected experiences during their internships may be informed by adult
learning literature (Marsick & Watkins, 2001), which has explained that such unexpected
experiences and disruptions to norms are necessary to trigger learning.

Of course, for such disruptions to occur, experiences must be unexpected. This
idea can be more fully explored by drawing from the situated learning notion of zones of
proximal development (Mygotsky, 1978). According to this idea, for any learner there is

an area where nothing is novel or difficult to understand and the learner can do anything
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on their own. On the other hand, according to the theory, there are also areas where
everything is novel and hard to understand such that the learner can do nothing. But,
again according to the theory, between these zones lies a zone of proximal development
in which a learner is challenged by unexpected encounters with new knowledge, but not
so much as to become overwhelmed. This situated learning concept suggests that
experiences conducive to intern soft skill development may be most conducive to that
development when interns are confronted with opportunities to interact, relate, and be
professional right at the boundary of their current soft skill abilities.

Of course, during an internship, an intern’s mentor is often in the best position to
ensure an intern encounters such experiences appropriate for their current abilities.
Furthermore, as we know from the internship literature (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008), it is
often mentors that assume responsibility for guiding interns’ reflections during
internships. Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) offers reflection as a way that
learners can transform experience into knowledge. To the extent that soft skill
experiences are transformed into soft skill knowledge during an internship through
reflection, the ability of internship experiences to facilitate this reflective transformation
is enhanced by mentorship.

Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) also offers that, neurologically,
reflection is associated with activation of the parasympathetic nervous system responsible
for rest and digestion. Interestingly, participants in this study reported that they most
often reflected about their experiences during times of rest, often at the end of the day,

when they were no longer with their mentors. Hence, one may conclude that while
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reflection with mentors facilitates internship soft skill development by stoking reflection,
mentors need not always be physically present with interns for this to occur.

According to the experiential learning theory model (Kolb, 2015), experience can
also be gathered through abstract conceptualization as comprehension. From study
participant responses, it seems clear that intern soft skill development is amplified when
interns comprehend their assignments or the context of their internship to be especially
significant. As the situated learning perspective of legitimate peripheral participation
(Lave & Wenger, 1991) might predict, from responses gathered in this study, interns seem
to put more significance on the center of participation than on its periphery. In this way,
the development of intern soft skills is amplified when interns are motivated by the
comprehension of significant context.

Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) offers that experience can also be
transformed into knowledge through active experimentation as action. As study
participants have reported, the number of opportunities to develop soft skills during an
internship seems to increase when interns have lots of opportunities to extend their soft
skill abilities repeatedly.

The idea that soft skill development through internship experiences may depend
on opportunities for repeated action may be greatly informed by theory of deliberate
practice (Colvin, 2008; Ericsson et al., 1993; Ericsson & Pool, 2016). Kolb (2015) has
noted that, “Ongoing deliberate practice can be seen as a learning spiral of recursive
progression through the learning cycle over time. (p. 353). Deliberate practice offers the
idea that skill development is most enhanced when learners (a) are pushed to their

boundaries; (b) offered immediate feedback; (c) motivated to learn; and (d) given

135



opportunities to repeat tasks. Interestingly, these four criteria are very much in alignment
with factors that seem to enhance soft skill development during internships. For example,
intern soft skill development is enhanced when interns encounter soft skill experiences
that push their boundaries. Similarly, internship soft skill development is enhanced when
interns receive feedback from a mentor. Likewise, soft skill development during an
internship is amplified when interns are motivated to learn by significant contexts. In the
same way, internships have more opportunities to develop soft skills when they have
ample opportunities to do so repeatedly.

While the idea of deliberate practice has most often been applied to coaching and
high-performance athletes, from data gathered in this study, it seems especially applicable
to internships. The applicability of deliberate practice theory to internship may be
contrasted to its applicability to regular employees. Where a supervisor may be reluctant
to push a long-term professional employee beyond the boundaries of their required role,
mentors assume the role of making sure interns are constantly being pushed against the
zone of proximal development (Mygotsky, 1978) boundaries. While a long-term employee
might receive feedback from a supervisor through annual reviews or even more regularly
through feedback on work productivity, because of a mentor’s unique mandate, his or her
feedback to an intern is apt to be relatively more immediate, frequent, and direct.
Conclusion #3: The Nature of Internship Experiences that Develop Intern Soft Skills
Is Their Capacity to Offer a Full Range of Opportunities to Practice Soft Skills

At the outset of this study, the question What is the nature of internship

experiences that develop interns’ soft skills? had a range of possible answers. Because the
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range of possible answers related to this question was so vast, to be open to all
possibilities, this study was conducted qualitatively.

However, from this study we may now conclude that the nature of internship
experiences that develop intern soft skills is not related to a certain profession, duration
of internship, location, culture, office configuration, academic level, time of year, or a
variety of other variables. Rather, the nature of internship experiences that develop intern
soft skills has to do with the ability of internships to offer a full range of opportunities for
interns to deliberately practice soft skills. Specifically, for the deliberate practice and
development of communication soft skills, internship must include numerous and diverse
social interactions. For the deliberate practice and development of relationship soft skills,
internships must include opportunities to relate with others. Finally, for the deliberate
practice and development of professionalism soft skills, internship experiences must
afford interns chances to act professionally and/or observe others acting professionally.
As discussed, the power of internship experiences to develop soft skills is amplified when
internships involve encounters with the unexpected, strong mentorship, engaging
contexts, and opportunities for repetitive action.

As part of this conclusion however, it is important to also note internships rarely
do it all. In fact, it seems that most do not. As the findings in this study demonstrate,
while most internships have one or more components relevant to intern soft skill
development, few internships offer everything. But as participants involved in this study
have explained, to catalyze the development of soft skills, internships don’t need to offer
everything. Internships that are dialed in on even just some of the learning factors

examined by this study are still effective incubators of soft skills.
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While classroom learning and even professional workplace learning have barriers
for soft skill development, even if most of the time they don’t offer everything,
internships have relatively fewer limitations. However, the internship that does offer
opportunities to deliberately practice a full range of soft skills and an opportunity to push
boundaries, strong mentorship, significant context, plus opportunities for repetitive action
represents a true soft skill development juggernaut. Even if such an internship ideal is
rare in practice, such an archetype offers a basis for a variety of recommendations.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following section presents (a)
recommendations for theory; (b) recommendations for research; and (c)
recommendations for practice.

Recommendations for Theory

While previous studies on internships (Crain, 2016; Tener, 2004) as well as so
many other studies related to experiential learning have incorporated experiential learning
theory, Kolb’s (2015) model still has a number of critics (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). As
described in Chapter 2, a main critique of Kolb’s model is that it, “ignores the historical,
cultural, and social context of learning” (Kolb, 2015, p. 52). In response, Kolb (2015) has
offered:

It is true the Experiential Learning is not a discourse on social and political factors

that influence what people learn and believe in the tradition of critical theory. This

was not my purpose, though | believe that experiential theory is not incompatible

with these approaches. (p. 54)

At least for this study, Kolb’s claim that experiential learning theory is not incompatible

with social and/or contextual considerations proved to be true. One could argue that the

strength of Kolb’s model lies in its simplicity and flexibility. Combined with the vast
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array of experiential learning theories that do focus more on context and social
interactions, as was found during this study, experiential learning theory can be very
useful.

Given its compatibility and interoperability, findings from this study suggest that
Kolb’s (2015) experiential learning theory model may be combined with other theory that
focuses more on situational and social factors in a variety of ways. For example, as was
the case with this study, the concrete experience element of experiential learning theory
may be informed by the situated zones of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) idea
that even concrete experience must come to a learner at a level they can receive it.
Similarly, Kolb’s notion of concrete experience may be informed by the social learning
tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) idea that even though knowledge transfer
can sometimes be unconscious, it has an impact on learning.

Similarly, Kolb’s (2015) experiential learning theory concept of reflective
observation may be informed by Bandura’s (1982) social learning notion of self-efficacy
in that reflection may not lead only to the transformation of knowledge, but may also lead
to confidence about knowledge. At the same time, Kolb’s idea of reflective observation
may also be informed by Daloz’ (2012) social learning perspective of mentoring theory,
which offers that reflection can be enhanced when it is guided and that, “the mentor
seems to manifest for protégés someone who has accomplished the goals to which they
now aspire, offering encouragement and concrete help” (pp. 20-21).

Both the experiential learning theory elements of abstract conceptualization and
active experimentation may be informed by the situated learning idea of legitimate

peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), which offers that learners metaphorically
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move from the “peripherality” (p. 36) of a workplace to its center by progressively
gaining knowledge about the workplace and tools used there. The situated learning idea
of practice based learning (Billett, 2001), which describes how workplace newcomers
move from periphery to center through structured opportunities to progressively perform
more important work may offer a similar addition. Findings from this study suggest that
legitimate peripheral participation and practice based learning may inform the
experiential learning theory notion of abstract conceptualization in that those who move
from the periphery to the center comprehend the significance of that movement.
Similarly, legitimate peripheral participation and practice based learning may inform the
experiential learning idea of active experimentation in that the movement from periphery
to center requires a learner to extend their learning through action.

An illustration of how various ideas from social learning and situated learning

may inform experiential learning theory is offered in Figure 5.1.
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Figure 5.1 Experiential Learning Theory Combined with Social Learning and Situated
Learning Theories

Of course, given its flexibility, combining experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) with
various social and situated learning theories in this way is not the only way that
experiential learning theory may be combined with other theories.

As discussed, findings from this study suggest that experiential learning theory
(Kolb, 2015) may also be informed by the idea of deliberate practice (Ericsson et al.,
1993). As a reminder, deliberate practice is the idea that skill development can be greatly
accelerated when (a) practice is hard and learners are challenged right at the edge of their
capability; (b) learners receive immediate feedback about their performance; (c) learners
are motivated to learn; and (d) learners practice through lots of repetition. While Kolb

(2015) has acknowledged that, “deliberate practice can be seen as a learning spiral of
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recursive progression through the learning cycle over time” (p. 353), findings from this
study suggest that it might be theoretically useful take the next step of aligning the four
components of experiential learning theory with the four components of deliberate
practice.

For example, the experiential learning idea of concrete experience may be
informed by the deliberate practice idea, which also echoes zones of proximal
development (\Mygotsky, 1978) that such experience has more learning value when it is
challenging. Echoing the social learning idea of mentoring theory (Daloz, 2012), the
experiential learning idea of reflective observation may be informed by the deliberate
practice notion about immediate feedback in that reflection may be enhanced by a coach
or mentor. Findings from this study suggest that the experiential learning idea of abstract
conceptualization may be informed by the importance deliberate practice places on
motivation in that, when learners comprehend significance, they may be more motivated.
Finally, the experiential learning idea of active experimentation may be informed by the
deliberate practice idea of repetition in that if action transforms experience into
knowledge, it follows that lots of action may result in lots of knowledge.

An illustration of how ideas from deliberate practice (Ericsson et al., 1993) may

inform experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015) is offered in Figure 5.2.
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Figure 5.2 Experiential Learning Theory Combined with Deliberate Practice

Recommendations for Research

Given its findings, were this study to be conducted again, it might focus less on
the explicit factors of internships and more on implicit factors. Notably, among the least
interesting statements gathered during this study were those offered in response to
questions about explicit factors such as office layout, internship duration, disciplinary
focus, and the like. In contrast, the most illuminating answers came in response to
questions about implicit factors such as interactions, relatability, and being in
professional contexts with others.

This study’s identifying the importance of implicit factors such as interaction,

relating, and being professional or role-modeling others’ professionalism for developing
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soft skills during an internship may open the door for future research to examine these
factors more closely.

For example, one could approach future research on the topic of internship soft
skill development by comparing measures of interns’ soft skills taken before their
internship and after their internship. Alternatively, one could examine what types of
interactions are most effective for gaining experience with communication during an
internship. Or, one could study what sorts of things one needs to find in common with
others during an internship to gain relationship experience most conducive to soft skill
development. One might study whether some kinds of opportunities to act professionally
during an internship lead to more soft skill development than others. Variables that have
been identified through this qualitative study lay the groundwork for more detailed
quantitative studies.

Another aspect of this study that calls for further exploration is the finding that
internships seem to develop soft skills regardless of interns’ initial soft skill competency
levels. A natural next question to explore is: can different soft skill experiences be offered
in ways that more perfectly match different interns’ levels of soft skill development and if
so, how?

In addition, it might be useful for future research to more fully explore the
relationship between intern soft skill development and hard skill development. One can
speculate that development of soft skills during an internship enhances the development
of hard skills during an internship, and visa-versa.

Additionally, in hindsight, it might have been useful to incorporate the idea of

deliberate practice (Ericsson et al., 1993; Ericsson & Pool, 2016) more prominently in the
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conceptual framework and in the research design of this research study. The concept of
deliberate practice — the idea that skills can be developed quickly and purposefully when
a learner is highly motivated, pushes boundaries, repeats the skill many times, and
receives instant feedback — was initially recognized in the literature review of this study.
However, only after analysis of data from this study was it clear that this concept might
be so important for the development of soft skills during internships. Future research on
the development of intern soft skills might find it useful to incorporate idea of deliberate
practice more prominently.

Recommendations for Practice

“Translational research means different things to different people, but it seems
important to almost everyone” (Woolf, 2008, p. 211). Given the demand for soft skills by
students, schools, and employers, the effort to develop soft skills has never been more
important than it is today. While it is known that internships are an effective means of
developing soft skills (Stack & Fede, 2017), findings from this study translate into a
variety of practical recommendations for making internships even more effective for
developing soft skills.

While the internship literature describes how internships are effective at
developing a variety of competencies, this study demonstrates how certain internship
experiences are conducive for developing soft skill competencies. Findings from this
study suggest that practitioners interested in developing intern soft skills should take
certain steps to ensure their internships offer ample experiences for interns to interact,

relate, and be professional.
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Though there are many other good reasons why interns should spend a lot of time
in isolation during their internship, at least for soft skill development, the findings of this
study demonstrate that having many interactions during an internship is vital for soft skill
development during an internship. This study suggests that it’s not only important for
interns to have interactions with a number of other people, but it also demonstrates the
soft skill developmental benefit of interns having interactions with many kinds of people.
From a practical standpoint, this means that interns will develop stronger soft skills
during an internship when they have interactions with a great diversity of colleagues
during their internship. This diversity may include people of varying gender, race,
ethnicity, socio-economic status, residence, academic level, age, disciplinary focus,
organizational affiliation, political beliefs, and more. Moreover, as findings discussed
here also suggest, interns will develop stronger soft skills when they have opportunities to
interact with others a variety of ways. Modes of interaction during an internship might
include speaking, listening, writing, reading, being face-to-face, one-on-one phone calls,
email, conference calls, blogs, social media, meetings, and any number of different events
involving people.

While this study demonstrates the importance interacting with a diversity of
people for developing communication soft skills during an internship, for the
development of relationship soft skills, this study also demonstrates the parallel
importance of encounters with those individuals the intern can find something in common
with. Therefore, from the practical standpoint of designing internship programs
conducive for soft skill development, interns must also have encounters with those they

can relate to. This might include others who share the intern’s same age, gender, race, and
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ethnicity, but it might also include those who have the same hometown, attended the
same school, personal interests, professional interests, philosophy, culture, and more.

Based on the findings of this study, for internship experiences to be conducive for
developing soft skills, they must also provide opportunities for interns to do things that
are professional. This might include being involved with certain projects, wearing a
badge, and being given important responsibilities. However, at the same time, interns
should also have opportunities to observe others being professional. Potentially most
surprising to interns (Barnett, 2012), such role models may have opportunities to
demonstrate how professionalism often involves getting the job done regardless of what
needs to be done or when it needs to be done, even if what needs to be done is route or
requires getting one’s hands dirty.

As with any internship, mentors involved with internships focused on the
development of soft skills have a vital role in making sure interns are encountering
experiences that are skill-level appropriate. Mentors also have the role of guiding
reflection to make sure that interns are asking themselves questions to stoke learning. For
soft skill development, mentors may adopt to additional role starting interactions, relating
to, or being a professional role model to their interns. Furthermore, from a practical
standpoint, applying the idea of deliberate practice (Ericsson et al., 1993) to internships
calls on mentors to make sure that interns are challenged, receive immediate feedback,
are motivated, and have opportunities to repeat actions.

For practitioners interested in designing internship programs that strengthen soft
skills, a final takeaway has to do with the importance of significance. This study has

demonstrated how intern learning, including intern soft skill learning, is enhanced when
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interns comprehend that they are doing things that matter. Practically, this may involve
offering interns information about the importance of what they are doing more explicitly
and/or more regularly. It may also involve inviting interns to be in significant places with
significant people doing significant things, even if the interns have no reason to be there
other than it may strengthen their learning.

Final Thoughts

Crossing the bridge between school and work can be hard. For so many, this
bridge represents a treacherous crossing, even impassable at times. Some of the toughest
obstacles on this bridge are recognizable as those associated with structural
discrimination based on race, ethnicity, gender, disability, sexual orientation, national
origin, religion, etc. But just as often barriers on this bridge are related to other factors
like geography, language, technology, education, or just fear. Regardless of the particular
barriers encountered by anyone making the journey between school and work, internships
and the opportunities they provide — including the opportunity to develop soft skills —
represent a midpoint on the bridge between school and work. While the intent is never to
be at that internship midpoint forever, internships offer a way station that often improves
the chance for anyone striving to eventually cross the entire span.

For those who do make to crossing from school to work, too often the trip is a
one-way journey; once the working world is reached, many never try going back to
school. This is unfortunate because, just as developing strong soft skills can be
empowering, so too can crossing that bridge between school and work, between
scholarship and practice, between knowledge and experience, both ways, anytime, lots of

times. Becoming adept at going back and forth across the bridge between school and
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work may be a key to reaching one’s full potential. It is a path to praxis and progress that

is always worth taking.
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Appendix A: Researcher Reflexivity Statement

I am writing this as a way to uncover potential biases or preconceptions | might
hold about the topic of my forthcoming research study about the nature of internships that
develop interns’ soft skills. | worry there may be a lot to say here because | believe | have
many strong opinions about the topics of internships and soft skills, which is part of the
reason | chose these topics for my doctoral research study! Let me start by offering a little
bit of my story so | might then reflect about how it could impact me as a researcher
during the forthcoming study.

I grew up in Thailand and had a really fantastic experience in high school there.
Even though my family lived overseas as expatriates, during that time | had a real sense
of belonging to a community and firm identity about where | was from. However, when |
returned to the U.S. to attend college, my sense of belonging and identity was really
challenged.

While I was in college I struggled to find a place where | felt like | belonged or
people with whom I could easily relate. Over four and half years, | transferred schools 7
times. After I finally received my undergraduate degree, in an attempt to really get away
from the world, I moved to Guam where | spent about 10,000 hours underwater during a
3-year stint as a scuba instructor.

It was the possibility of an internship in Washington, DC that originally drew my
attention away from the ocean floor. At that time, | had applied for an internship at the
White House, which I assumed | would never get. But the possibility led me to apply to a
Masters program at George Washington University (GWU) — and | had been accepted
into that program. I arrived in DC from Guam in the summer of 1997 with not much
more than a backpack and a lot of uncertainty about what was going to happen.

About a month after arriving, | reached out to the White House to confirm that |
hadn’t been accepted to their internship program, I was shocked to learn that I had been
accepted. Moreover, | couldn’t believe that | was scheduled to start in the Office of the
First Lady (at that time, Hillary Rodham Clinton) that following Monday. This was an
especially profound moment for me and I still remember it vividly. | took the metro to
Pentagon City, got a haircut, bought a suit, bought some dress shoes that didn’t make my
feet hurt, and started in the Office of the First Lady that following Monday.

My internship was life changing. Up till that point, at least since | had graduated
high school, | had felt like a real nomad. However, through my internship, | finally found
a place where | felt like I belonged, where | felt like | was doing something that mattered.
During my internship | was challenged every day and | learned a ton. At this same time |
was also engaged in my Masters program at GWU. Though | loved my Masters program
as well, it certainly seemed to me that by comparison, | was learning a lot more through
my internship.
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After about a year, | was further blown away when | was told by my mentors at
the White House that my internship needed to end because they wanted to hire me on
staff. Moreover, | learned that among my responsibilities as a staff member | would be in
charge of directing all the new interns that came into the Office of the First Lady. | spent
the next several years in that staff role where | worked really hard, learned a ton more,
and thrived.

At the end of that administration, then First Lady and Senator-elect Hillary
Rodham Clinton invited me to join her Senate Office staff, which I did gladly. During the
next 8 years in the Senate, | spent part of my time mentoring interns and observing the
experiences they had. In 2009, | took on a role at the U.S. Department of State where |
likewise had opportunities to mentor interns and observe the impact these experiences
had on young professionals.

It was around this time that | read an article in the Washington Post describing
how some were voicing criticism about internships in the United States, claiming that
they were simply a way to exploit young professionals. Especially because an internship
had been so transformational to me and because | had seen firsthand the positive impact
of internships on hundreds of early professionals, | felt that these critics were really
getting it wrong. My belief in the positive power of internships was so strong that |
actually wound up writing a series of books about internships.

In part because of the attention I received through these books, about five years
ago | was offered the opportunity to direct internship programs at a large cultural
organization in the Washington, DC area. This is the same organization where | propose
to conduct my forthcoming research study.

So, having reflected on all this and reflecting about it more as | write, it seems
clear that as | proceed with the forthcoming study, | must be aware that | carry a positive
bias towards internships. Though my life history has convinced me that internships can
and usually are terrific experiences, this is a pre-conception that must be sequestered
from my role as the primary research instrument for the forthcoming inquiry.

In a similar way, it is probably important for me to bear in mind that | may have a
natural inclination to dismiss criticism or those who are critical of internships. Especially
in the context of interviews, during the upcoming study, | must give special attention and
open ears if/when research participants describe negative internship experiences they
have had.

Also, because | am responsible for internship programs at the host organization, I
may have biases about how they should be run, or have sensitivities when they are
critiqued. During the upcoming study, it is important that | am aware of such biases and
wall them off from my conduct as a researcher.

Furthermore, because | came to Washington years ago as an early professional
myself, I may hold natural sympathies toward those who are trying to figure out their
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careers along a similar path now. I must strive to not let any such sympathies sway my
objectivity during the forthcoming study.

This reflexivity statement is not meant to be a static narrative. But rather, |
anticipate it is something I will develop as my research study proceeds. As the
forthcoming research study proceeds, |1 no doubt may encounter dynamics that activate
certain biases or preconceptions | have not yet considered. If that happens | must be
disciplined about describing them here so | might maintain epoché from the research
study at hand.

Two interviews today - both had well developed soft skills, but different backgrounds. It
was interesting that both remarked how being around people who shared same interests
opened up communication. So that would have to do with both relationships and
communication.

Also second interview - participant had very well developed sense of professionalism. It
was interesting, the first interviewee did too - but it was a little different. Second one was
more of a traditional perspective while first one had more to do with integrity.

Another participant with really sharp soft skills - thing that came out of this one that
seemed really significant: subject matter of the internship - in this case Art - was
significant to the intern and that gave them more opportunities to build relationships (they
can relate with others), communicate (they speak same language), and exert
professionalism (they care about the subject at hand).

Wow - got a lot of really great stuff from this one....

Opportunity to communicate and build professionalism because interested in internship
activities, but clearly didn’t have opportunity to build relationships.

So instead -> focus on developing hard skills!

Interesting idea: in classroom students don’t necessarily have opportunity to build
relationships, communicate, or always be interested in what they are learning...therefore
maybe...no soft skill development

Really good interview - some thoughts

Mentorship accelerates soft skill development because it is a component of deliberate
practice (feedback)

Engagement accelerates soft skill development because it is a component of deliberate
practice (motivation)
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Assumption? Soft skills develop when people have opportunities to practice them:
relationships, communication, professionalism.

Interns allow for these opportunities
Relationships: opportunities to relate with others in workplace
Communications: opportunities to communicate with others in workplace

Professionalism: opportunities be professional in the workplace

Need to look more into skill development to find sources about deliberate practice and
skill development

Will shoot for 20 interviews, but already seem to be hitting saturation. Point of this
reflexivity statement is to make sure I’m being objective with what I’m seeing in the
data....that preconceptions I’ve outlined are not messing with my subjectivity as a
researcher. However, the startling thing I’m noticing: a lot of my preconceptions are
being confirmed.

Specifically, some of the things I’m seeing:

Internships teach things that don’t come across in the classroom

Mentorship really impacts internship experiences

Intern’s prior experience doesn’t so much impact an intern’s ability to learn from an
internship, though it does impact what they learn (where they are on the scaffold)
Internships are generally positive — except in cases where intern doesn’t have
opportunities to reflect, no mentor to guide, isn’t interested in what they’re learning

These are all things | believe and have also noticed in my practice...and now they are
appearing in the research. I would say that perhaps it’s a case of self-fulfilling prophecy,
except that many of these ideas run throughout the literature. So I suppose this gives me
some basis to show that these ideas aren’t just being influenced by my pre-conceived
notions, but are something close to reality.

On the other hand, it could be that my preconceived notions have been influenced by the

literature. Either way, | suppose, such ideas are probably the most objective we can reach
in a relative reality.

166



Appendix B: Host Site Certificate

Certificate of Completion

This is to certify that

Eric Woodard

has completed

Human Subjects in Research -
Recertification

April 20, 2017
Course Sponsored by:

Office of Sponsored Projects 98ceaabbad

HRMS Course Code:
OsSPW2T7

167



Appendix C: IRB Approvals

MEMORANDUM

TO: Eric Woodard

SUBJECT: Research Protocol Involving Human Subjects
DETERMINATION DATE: April 28, 2017

TITLE: Learning Soft Skills, In Turn

PROTOCOL NUMBER: HS17031

This is to advise you that the Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research
has determined that your research protocol received April 25, 2017 is exempt under paragraph 2
of the Exemption section of i Directive 606. Your initiation of the project is subject to
review and approval from the Privacy Office, and the IRB of George Washington University.
Should either of those entities require changes to your approved protocol, you must submit them
to the [l \RB for harmonization with the approved Sl protocol. Provided there are no
additional changes to your research project or key personnel, you do not need to submit your
project for continuing review and you do not need to submit progress reports to the IRB.

Changes or Amendments: If you plan to make changes in your protocol or in the
personnel involved in the project, please submit these changes immediately to the IRB for further
review, using the Application for Review of Human Subject Research, OSP-HS-01. The
proposed changes may not be initiated without IRB review and approval, except where necessary
to eliminate apparent immediate hazards to research subjects. The currently approved project
personnel is Eric Woodard.

Adverse Events: Any injuries or other unanticipated problems involving risks to research
subjects or others resulting from this study must be reported promptly to the Office of Sponsored
Projects (D). 'f the problem is serious, approval may be withdrawn pending further review
by the committee.

Completion of Study and Record Retention: Please notify the Office of Sponsored
Projects (OSP) as soon as the research has been completed. Study records, including full
protocols and any signed consent forms (originals) for each subject, must be kept in a secured
location by the investigator for 3 years following the study’s completion.

If you have any questions, please contact OSP by phone or email at the address below. All forms
referred to herein are available from OSP.
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MEMORANDUM

TO: Eric Woodard
SUBJECT: Research Protocol Involving Human Subjects
DETERMINATION DATE: July 25, 2017

TITLE: Soft Skills, In Turn: A Qualitative Study of Soft Skill Development During
Internships

PROTOCOL NUMBER: HS17031-01

This is to advise you that the Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research
has determined that the amendment to your research protocol received July 24, 2017 is still
exempt under paragraph 2 of the Exemption section of il Directive 606. The changes
requested by the Privacy Office are also approved by the IRB. Provided there are no additional
changes to your research project or key personnel, you do not need to submit your project for
continuing review and you do not need to submit progress reports to the IRB.

Changes or Amendments: If you plan to make changes in your protocol or in the
personnel involved in the project, please submit these changes immediately to the IRB for further
review, using the Application for Review of Human Subject Research, OSP-HS-01. The
proposed changes may not be initiated without IRB review and approval, except where necessary
to eliminate apparent immediate hazards to research subjects. The currently approved project
personnel are Eric Woodard and Susan Swayze.

Adverse Events: Any injuries or other unanticipated problems involving risks to research
subjects or others resulting from this study must be reported promptly to the Office of Sponsored
Projects (D). 'f the problem is serious, approval may be withdrawn pending further review
by the committee.

Completion of Study and Record Retention: Please notify the Office of Sponsored
Projects (OSP) as soon as the research has been completed. Study records, including full
protocols and any signed consent forms (originals) for each subject, must be kept in a secured
location by the investigator for 3 years following the study’s completion.

If you have any questions, please contact OSP by phone or email at the address below. All forms
referred to herein are available from OSP.
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GW Office of

Human Research

Date: May 25, 2017

To: Susan Swayze, PhD

From: The George Washington University Committee on
Human Research, Institutional Review Board (IRB),
FWAO00005945

Subiject: IRB# 041728 (29157), “Soft Skills, In Turn: A Qualitative Study of Soft

Skill Development During Internships”
Sponsor: N/A
Status: Exempt

Exempt Determination Date: May 23, 2017

The request for an exemption determination for the above-referenced study has been
completed. The study was determined to be research that is exempt from IRB review
under DHHS regulatory category 2. The project as described in the application may
proceed without further oversight by the OHR.

The exemption determination applies only to the project described in your IRB
Application (HRP- 200). Any changes that may alter in any way the risks to
participants, type of information to be accessed, addition of new populations, or
change in PI may not be instituted without submission of a Modification memo and
further review by the OHR prior to implementation of the changes.

Questions or concerns regarding the exemption determination made for the study
should be directed to the OHR staff at ohrirb@gwu.edu.

JMG/tao
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Appendix D: Intern Invitation to Participate in Research

From: Woodard, Eric

Sent: Thursday, June 01, 2017 5:38 PM

To: Mead, George

Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Study About Internships

Hi George,

How is your internship going? | hope you are having a great experience here at the I

As you may know, one of the things we like to do a lot of here at - is research.
We research everything from astrophysics to art, fossils to funk, and anthropology to
zoology. But we also do research about learning.

As part of my doctoral research sponsored by the George Washington University, |
am conducting a study on internships. This study is being conducted with approval
from the Institutional Review Boards of both the - and George Washington
University.

Having been a - intern for a while now, if you are willing, 1 would like to
interview you about your internship experience as part of my study. This interview
would last approximately one hour and. Of course, anything you share during this
interview will be kept anonymous.

If you are not interested in participating, you should feel no pressure at all to do so;
not participating will in no way negatively impact your internship, relationship with
the H or future interactions with me.

Attached is more information about my study and | would be happy to answer any
questions. If you are interested in participating, please let me know and we can set
up an interview time that works well for you.

Thanks very much in advance, Eric

Eric Woodard

—
—
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Study Title:
IRB:
Researcher:

Sponsor:

Purpose:

Significance:

Participants:

Researcher:

Research Study Overview

Study on Internships

. #HS17031, GWU #FWA00005945

Eric Woodard Office - Cell - -

Graduate School of Education and Human Development
George Washington, University

To further understand the nature of internship experiences.

Insight into how students might become more employable, employers
might recruit a more skilled workforce, and educators might graduate
students better equipped for the working world.

Between 20-30 participants are sought for this study. Participation is
completely voluntary.

Each participant will be asked to participate in a single semi-structured
interview to explore the relationship between internships and skill
development; this interview will last approximately 60 minutes.
Interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed. Participants will have
an opportunity to review transcripts and offer clarifications if they wish,
which should take no more than an additional 40 minutes. Overall
participation in this study should last no longer than 1 month.

While it cannot be guaranteed, every effort will be made to ensure that no
one experiences psychological discomfort or feels coerced by the
researcher during participation in this research project. Furthermore, every
effort will be made to keep participant information confidential. No
personally identifying information will be used during interviews or on
transcripts; all participants will be assigned a research participant number
to help ensure anonymity. Though findings from this study may be
published, at no time will participants be identified.

Eric Woodard is a doctoral candidate in the Graduate School of Education
and Human Development’s Executive Leadership Program at The George
Washington University. He also serves as ﬂ Director of
Fellowships and Internships. First coming to Washington nearly 20 years
ago, he has created and managed a variety of internship programs across
the city including at the White House, the U.S. Senate, and the U.S.
Department of State. He has authored several books on internships

including “The Ultimate Guide to Internships: 100 Steps to Get a Great
Internship and Thrive in It.”
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Appendix E: Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study

THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY
WASHINGTON, DC

Title of research study: Study on Internships

Investigator: Dr. Susan Swayze, George Washington University Department
of Human and Organizational Learning

Primary Research Contact: Eric Woodard, [ office of Fellowships
and Internships

Why am | being invited to take part in a research study? The
Investigator has invited you to take part in a research study on internship
experiences because you are someone who is currently engaged in an
internship.

What should | know about a research study?
Someone will explain this research study to you.

Whether or not you take part is up to you.

You can choose not to take part.

You can agree to take part and later change your mind.
Your decision will not be held against you.

You can ask all the questions you want before you decide.

Who can | talk to?
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt
you, you may talk to the Investigator Dr. Susan Swayze Email , or
Primary Research Contact Eric Woodard [JJlJEmail

This research is being overseen by two Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You
may contact either or both at 202-994-2715/ohrirb@gwu.edu or [l if:

e Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the
researcher
e You have questions about your rights as a research subject

Why is this research being done?

The purpose of this study is to further understanding about internship
experiences. By increasing understanding about internships, they may be better
designed to help interns meet professional goals.

How long will | be in the study?
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The Investigator expects that you will be in this research study for the duration of
1 interview, which will last approximately 60 minutes. Following your interview,
the researcher may reach out by email, or with your permission, by phone to
clarify some of your responses; if it happens, this call would take no longer than
10 minutes. Within a few weeks of your interview, the researcher will reach out by
email to ask that you please review a transcript of the interview for accuracy; this
review should take no more than 30 minutes. Therefore, your participation in this
study should involve no more than 100 minutes over the next month.

What happens if | agree to be in this research?

e The Investigator will schedule a date and time to interview you about your
internship experience.

 The interview may take place in the || GTETcNGNGGG

, unless you have a place you would rather meet.

e The Investigator will record their interview with you so it may be transcribed

e Your consent will be asked for audio recording

e You may refuse to answer any of the questions you are reluctant to answer
and still remain in the study.

e You and the Investigator will be the only ones in the room during the interview

e Within a few weeks after the interview the Investigator will send a transcript of
your interview that you may review and clarify, if you wish.

e Sentences that you ask the investigator to leave out will not be used and they
will be erased from all relevant documents.

Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me?

The risks and discomforts associated with participation in this study are not
greater than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance
or routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. While the researcher
has taken steps to safeguard your participation in this study, potential risks
include 1) psychological discomfort resulting from interview questions, 2) loss of
confidentiality, 3) sense of being coerced to give answers due to the researcher’s
professional position.

Will being in this study help me in any way?

| cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this
research. However, past research has shown that reflection on experience is an
important part of learning. Therefore, the opportunity to reflect on your internship
experience may result in learning for you.

What happens to the information collected for the research?

To the extent allowed by law, the researcher will limit your personal information to
people who have to review it. However, the researcher cannot promise complete
secrecy. IRB and other representatives of the George Washington University and
the may inspect and copy your information.
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Research participants in this study will use pseudonyms during interviews and be
assigned anonymous research participant numbers such that no personally
identifiable information will be used in the interview or in association with any
information that has been collected. The researcher is the only person with
access to all the data collected during this study. If results of this research study
are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the people who participated in
this study will not be named or identified.

Information collected during this investigation will be stored securely until results
associated with this study has been published, at which point, any data will be
destroyed.

The privilege of confidentiality does not extend to information about sexual or
physical abuse of a child. If any member of the research team has or is given
such information, he or she is required to report it to the appropriate authority or
agency, such as child protective services, a law enforcement agency, or your
State’s toll-free child abuse reporting hotline. The obligation to report includes
past and current alleged or reasonably suspected abuse as well as past or
current known abuse. Examples of such abuse include physically harming your
child or having inappropriate sexual contact with your child.

What else do | need to know?

e Your alternative to participating in this study is not to participate.

e Your decision to participate or not participate in this study will in no way
negatively or positively impact your internship, relationship with the ||}, or
future interactions with the Investigator. By offering this opportunity to
participate in research, to the extent allowed by law or other [JJJlif policies,
the researcher is personally recusing himself from any future official decisions
that might impact your internship.

e You will not receive any payment for your participation in this research study.

e The investigator of this research does not have any financial interest in the
sponsor of the research.

e You may stop your participation in this study at any time.

e The Investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise
that warrant doing so as appropriate and without penalty.
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Signature Block for Adult

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research.

Printed name of subject

Signature of subject Date

Your signature documents your permission to be audio-recorded while being
interviewed during this study.

Signature of subject Date

Is it ok if | contact you by phone? If so, please offer your best phone number
below:

Phone Number: ( )
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Appendix F: Intern Interview Protocol

Study Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol Project: Soft Skills, In Turn: A Quantitative Study of Soft Skill
Development During Internships

Date:

Time:

Place:

Interviewer: Eric Woodard

Research Participant Number:

Pre-Interview

Before the interview starts let me offer several reminders about the study and various
logistics associated with the interview:

e Thank you for participating in this interview

e The purpose of this research is to better understand the nature of internship
experiences, so that internship programs may be better designed to benefit interns

e If you are not interested in participating, you should feel no pressure at all to do so;
not participating will in no way negatively impact your internship, relationship with
the H or future interactions with me.

e You can expect that their responses will be kept confidential

e Do you have a particular pseudonym you would like to use during the interview?

e Would you please verify that you are between 18-25, your academic level, and length
of time you’ve been engaged in an internship?

e There are no right or wrong answers, and it’s ok not to answer a question
e Reminder and request for consent to record the interview [begin recording]

Questions

QL1: To get started, would you mind taking a few minutes to tell me your story? Where are
you from? Where do you go to school?

Q2: What is your past career/work experience?

Q3: Why are you doing this internship?
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Q4: What sorts of tasks or projects do you do during your internship?

Q5: Can you tell me about the daily situation at your internship?

Q6: How are things physically laid out at your internship?

Q7: What do you like to do the most about your internship? Why?

Q8: What do you like to do the least about your internship? Why?

Q9: How do you think disciplinary focus impacts the circumstances of your internship?

Q10: Would you tell me about the different ways you’ve communicated during your
internship — how, how often, and with who? Can you give me some examples?

Q11: What has surprised you about your internship?

Q12: Would you tell me about the relationships you have established in the workplace
during your internship?

Q13: How were these relationships established and how are they maintained?

Q14: Can you tell about times you have reflected about your internship experience?
Q15: When you think about your internship experience, what do you think about?
Q16: Have you learned during your internship? If so, what?

Q17: If you were to tell a friend about your internship, how would you describe it?
Q18: Would you draw me a picture to describe your internship and explain it to me?
Q19: What is your definition of professionalism?

Q20: How important is professionalism in the workplace? Can you give me some
examples?

This ends my list of questions; do you have any questions or anything more you would
like to say?

In the next several weeks I will be following up with a transcript of our interview and
would very much appreciate any feedback you can offer.

Thank you again for participating in this study!
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Appendix G: Transcriber’s Letter of Confidentiality

Transcriber Confidentiality Agreement
Soft Skills, In Turn: A Qualitative Study of Soft Skill Development During Internships

I, [name of transcriber], agree to transcribe data for this study. | agree that | will:

1. Keep all research information shared with me confidential by not discussing or
sharing the information in any form or format (e.g., disks, tapes, transcripts) with
anyone other than Eric Woodard, the researcher on this study;

2. Erase or destroy all research information in any form or format that is not returnable
to the primary investigator (e.g., information stored on my computer hard drive) upon
completion of the research tasks.

Signature of transcriber Date

Signature of principal investigator Date
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Appendix H: Member Check Email

From: Woodard, Eric

Sent: Thursday, June 08, 2017 5:38 PM
To: Freire, Paulo

Subject: Does This Sound Right?

Hi Paulo,

Thank you again for participating in my research study, | really appreciate your time
and willingness to share about your experience.

Attached is a transcript and notes from our interview. To open this attachment,
please use the password | have sent in a separate email. Would you be willing to
please take a look and let me know whether my notes accurately capture what you
meant to say about your experience?

If this sounds right, that’s fine. Or, if there is something I've missed, | would be
grateful to know.

It goes without saying, that | would be happy to answer any questions as well.
Thank you very much again for your help and feedback!

Eric Woodard

—
—
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Appendix I: Permissions
Figure 2.1: “Structural dimensions underlying the process of experiential learning
and the resulting basic knowledge forms” from Experiential learning: Experience as the
source of learning and development (p. 68), by D. Kolb, 2015, Upper Saddle River, NJ,

Pearson Education, Copyright 2015 by Pearson Education.

Permissions
@ Pea rson 200 OLD TAPPAN

ROAD
OLD TAPPAN, NJ
07675

Feb 21, 2017 PE Ref # 199655

Eric Woodward
GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY

Dear Eric Woodward,

You have our permission to include content from our text, EXPERIENTIAL
LEARNING: EXPERIENCE AS THE SOURCE OF LEARNING AND
DEVELOPMENT, 2nd Ed. by KOLB, DAVID A., in your dissertation or masters
thesis at George Washington University.

Content to be included is:

Figure 3.1 "Structural dimensions underlying the process of experiential
learning and the resulting basic knowledge forms" found on Page number 68.

Please credit our material as follows:

KOLB, DAVID A., EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: EXPERIENCE AS THE
SOURCE OF LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT, 2nd, ©2015. Reprinted by
permission of Pearson Education, Inc., New York, New York.

Sincerely,
Allison Bulpitt, Permissions Administrator
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