Third International Conference on Practice-Oriented Education, Boston 2005

Presenter: John Duignan, Paisley Business School, University of Paisley, Scotland

Theme:  Under what conditions does workplace learning transfer into the classroom and vice versa? 

Presentation Title: 
Internship and problems of transfer of learning: does placement de-motivate interns on



 return to studies?

(Roundtable Format)

Context: There is consensus on the general benefits of the internship in terms of developing competencies and transferable skills as well as enhancing the graduate quality of  employability. There is lack of evidence on the transfer of learning from the internship to the academic domain and of the effect of the internship on student motivation towards academic studies. The literature is replete with allusions to how the internship can weaken undergraduate faith in theories taught in the classroom; anecdotal accounts of  practitioners suggest that the immediate post-internship period of studies can give rise to problems of motivation among returned interns. Lowered motivation in the immediate post-internship period could be reflected in reduced academic performance. This study attempts to test for such an effect.

Findings: There is evidence of de-motivation towards academic studies in the first semester post-internship; this effect is reduced over time as the student re-adjusts to the academic domain. It is suggested that the academic benefits of the placement are not optimised, and that transfer of learning is less than it might be were the issue of de-motivation planned for in the internship architecture.

Proposal: The immediate post-internship period is critical in embedding the benefits of the internship. If these are to include enhanced academic performance then more attention needs to be paid to the issue of student motivation post-internship. The architecture of the internship needs to include explicit features which deal with this period and which confront the factors which can lead to a temporary loss of motivation towards studies.

Methodology:  Statistical analyses of inter-semester academic performance of a group of returned business interns compared with their non-intern peers, supplemented by survey material of the interns in the immediate post-intern period. 

Sample information: 

Business undergraduates in which the one-year salaried internship is optional at the end of Year 2; 

71 elected to take the internship;

94 elected to proceed directly to Year 3 (Ordinary Finals); 

Each student normally took 4 modules per semester over a two-semester year; 

Academic performance measured by mean module percentage in which final exam contributed 70 per cent with coursework contributing 30 per cent towards final mark.

Motivation: measuring the unobservable – some evidence

Legend (key)

n = sample size (modules)

M = mean score (percent)

SD = standard deviation

U = statistical measure of the differences in mean rank (used in computation of Mann-Whitney procedure)

Z = used to compute significances in Mann-Whitney procedure

p = the probability that the observed difference in mean ranks could be the result of random fluctuations in the dependent variable rather than of a true dependency; a low p-value indicates that the differences are significant

Significance is measured at the 5% level.

Statistical results

Table 1  Descriptive statistics, inter-semester academic performance, intern cohort, post-internship

   
    n
      M

SD
 

  Semester 1
  305         54.42
9.19 

  Semester 2
  268
     56.18         10.01


Table 2 U-Test (Mann-Whitney), inter-semester differences, intern cohort, post-internship



     

	
	n
	Mean Rank
	U

	
	
	
	

	Semester 1
	305
	268.982
	35374.5

	Semester 2
	268
	307.506
	46365.5

	
	
	
	

	
	Z
	p
	

	
	
	
	

	
	-2.781
	0.005
	


Commentary on inter-semester differences, intern-cohort, post internship

Low p-value (p< 0.05) indicates that the difference in performance between Semester 1 and Semester 2 for the intern-cohort is significant. (Performance in Semester 2 better than that of Semester 1)

Table 3 Descriptive statistics, inter-semester performance, non-intern peer cohort
   
    n
      M

  SD
 

  Semester 1
  397         53.14           10.41 

  Semester 2
  354
     53.05           10.47


Table 4 U-Test (Mann-Whitney), inter-semester differences, non-intern peer cohort

	
	n
	Mean Rank
	U

	
	
	
	

	Semester 1 (non-intern)
	397
	373.859
	69419

	Semester 2 (non-intern)
	354
	378.401
	71119

	
	
	
	

	
	Z
	p
	

	
	
	
	

	
	0.287
	0.774
	


Commentary on inter-semester differences, non-intern peer cohort:

High p-value (p> 0.05) indicates that the difference in performance between Semester 1 and Semester 2, non-intern peer cohort is not significant

Narrative on inter-semester performance, intern and non-intern peers, post-internship

According to the results presented in Tables 1 & 2 above there was a significant difference in the performance of the intern cohort between the first and second semesters on  return from internship – interns performed better in the second semester (Table 1: M=54.42 and M=56.18 for Semesters 1 and 2 respectively; Table 2: Mann-Whitney p=0.005; p<0.05). 

With respect to the inter-semester performance of the non-intern peer cohort (Tables 3 and 4) the difference in performance between the first and second semesters was not significant (M=53.14 and M=53.05 for Semesters 1 and 2 respectively; Mann-Whitney p=0.774; p>0.05). 

Student perceptions of the internship 

Abbreviated questionnaire returns 

31  returned.(of 71)

Perception of  internship to have been related to academic studies prior to placement: strongly related (19.4%); moderately related (58.1%); unrelated (22.6%).
Perception of internship  to have been related to academic studies on return  to studies:
strongly related (9.7%); moderately related (51.6%); unrelated (38.7%).

Motivation to study on return from internship: highly motivated (41.9%); moderately motivated (32.3%); poorly motivated (25.8%).

Interpreting the findings – discussion:

In the discussion the nature of influences on motivation are considered. It is speculated that returned interns may be initially poorly disposed towards formal studies for a variety of reasons which can be grouped into two categories:

i. Post-internship blues

ii. The academic and the profane
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