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Education and Career Skills Acquired During a Design Internship
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Student internships are valued as solid indicators of future employability, which often result in the
acquisition of additional education and career skills. This study describes the perceptions of interior
design students after completing a summer internship with a design firm. Utilizing a case study
approach, the study data were collected through a survey instrument which gauged students’
perceptions of their internship experience, particularly compensation, learning, and satisfaction.
They were also asked how beneficial this experiential learning activity was in gaining technical,
professional, and communication skills. The results reveal that skills related to employability were
perceived as most beneficial and that financial compensation had a weak relationship with overall
internship satisfaction. Students believed they learned important hard and soft skills from their
internship, regardless of their pay rate. Degree programs with an internship requirement can help
their students be better prepared for successful employment upon graduation.

Introduction
Students (and often their parents) are apprehensive
about finding employment after four or more years of
expensive college tuition. Executives and hiring
managers believe students who complete an internship
prior to graduation have a distinct hiring advantage
(Hart Research Associates, 2018). Employment growth
in occupations that typically require an apprenticeship,
internship, or residency are projected to increase to
7.4% by 2026 (USBLS, 2019). Specifically, the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) forecasts employment
in architecture and interior design to increase four
percent by 2026. This may be due to the fact that
internships emphasize learning through practice, which
is the gaining of “real world” experience that allows
graduates to leverage their employability.
This real-world experience and those sought-after
job skills are often attained by students through an
internship (NACE, 2018; Schoenfelt, Stone & Kottke,
2013). An internship provides avenues to apply skills
learned in school and to seek venues for professional
experience beyond the classroom walls. An increased
awareness of the internship experience has occurred over
the last decade, reflecting great interest in these programs
by universities and the success of the interns by hiring
organizations (Marshall, 2012; Rosario, Flemister,
Gampert, & Grindley, 2013; Wanless, 2013). Half of the
respondents (50%) in a national survey of employers
stated universities should devote resources to developing
internship programs (Hart Research Associates, 2008). In
a related study, 63% of employers agreed that “too many
recent college graduate do not have the skills to be
successful in today’s global economy” (Hart Research

Associates, 2007, p. 6). Seventy-three percent of these
employers say that a student’s ability to relate learned
skills and information to real-world settings through
internships is one of the most important learning
outcomes of higher education. In this same study, 510
college graduates ranked applied knowledge in the
workplace as the number one priority.
Experiential Learning Theory
Research on internships in the areas of art,
architecture, and design is scarce, lacks an overriding
theoretical standpoint, and is mainly descriptive. The
theoretical base selected for this investigation is
experiential learning, which is concerned with the
integration of theory with practice. Research in this area
began in the early 20th century (Radigan, 2009). It is a
broad term that includes various learning opportunities,
such as student organization leadership, cooperative
education, faculty driven research projects, service
learning, volunteering, and, of course, the internship.
The internship is an instructional approach founded on
the premise that ideal learning occurs by doing and
through experience. Kolb (1984), an educational
theorist who focuses on experiential learning, and
Dewey (1934), a renowned scholar in learning
processes, both contend that learning is cyclical.
Kolb and Kolb (2005) call experiential learning
“above all a philosophy of education based on what
Dewey called a ‘theory of experience’” (p. 193). Kolb
(1984) defines learning as “the process whereby
knowledge is created through the transformation of
experience” (p. 38), continuing that knowledge results
from the combination of gaining and then transforming
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experience into knowledge. Internships stem from the
experiential learning social process (Kolb, 1984), which
allows students to integrate new experiences into
existing concepts. This thought is echoed by
philosopher Schön (1983, 1984) in his writings on the
“Reflective Practitioner”. It is Schön’s contention that
individuals learn by doing design, as opposed to
learning about design. Artists, architects, designers, and
performers traditionally learn by doing and making.
This is the basis for the predominant pedagogical
approach of the studio. Shreeve, Sims, and Trowler
(2010) state, “[T]he emphasis on doing is not simply
about being able to produce a skilled performance but is
about understanding what it means to be a skilled
performer, with all the socially situated understanding
that comes with that” (p. 128). Unlike a controlled
educational environment (such as the design studio),
Schön (1987) believes an apprenticeship or internship
provides exposure to realistic conditions of practice and
work where real-world practice includes “messy,
indeterminate situations” (p. 4). A lack of work-related
opportunities is a noteworthy problem for art and
design students (Blackwell, Bowes, Harvey, Hesketh &
Knight, 2001) who need an assortment of experiences
that mimic work-related processes (Sterling, 2007).
Though not always a requirement for graduation, design
programs can include an internship in their curriculum
to provide sources for evaluating program accreditation
expectations (CIDA, 2020) and to better meet the needs
of employers hiring graduates into the interior design
industry (Gale, Duffey, Park-Gates & Peek, 2017).
The Internship Experience
There is concern by employers that college
graduates have job market readiness and have
experienced work-related projects (Fishburne, 2015;
Sterling, 2007). In design education, experiential
learning is supported through cooperative or
internship programs that allow students to earn college
credit for supervised professional experience. It is a
type of controlled experiential learning in which the
workplace becomes a learning laboratory. Academia
creates curricula to increase students’ employability,
seen as the achievement of competence, skill, and
knowledge within a disciplinary field. The internship
is promoted as a way to assess and develop the raw
skills needed for employment (Schoenfelt et al.,
2013). Barr and McNeilly (2002) found that recruiters
value internships as solid indicators of employability.

Internships provide a point of transition from a first
work situation to long-term professional success
(Schoenfelt et al., 2013).There is an assumption that
students cannot learn all they need to learn in
academia to enter the workforce. An internship
extends the reach of the classroom, which provides the
student the opportunity to smoothly transition into his
or her discipline. Di Lorenzo-Aiss and Mathisen
(1996) describe four characteristics of an internship
as: 1) acquiring a set number of work hours, 2) being
paid or unpaid, 3) earning college credit, and 4)
having oversight by an organization’s mentor plus an
academic faculty member.
Three benefactors of an internship are firms,
schools, and students. Firms highly value the internship
experience (Rigsby, Addy, Herring, & Polledo, 2013)
for reasons such as recruitment (Wanless, 2013), job
experience (Coco, 2000), and the filling of a skill
shortage (Patrick, Peach & Pocknee, 2008). Other
reasons include to retain permanent hires, to maintain a
good relationship with the school, and to differentiate
their firm from the competition (Brooks & Greene,
1998). Internships help universities with student
placement in industry (Verney, Holoviak & Winter,
2009) and can attract prospective students to the design
program. Faculty may benefit from equipment
donations, student scholarships, sabbaticals, advisory
board members, consultancy work, and joint research
projects (Marshall, 2012; Tufenkjian, 1999).
Students are the greatest benefactors of internships.
Gault, Leach and Duey (2010) asked 185 employers of
undergraduate interns about the perceived value of the
internship in hiring decisions. Firms with highperforming interns perceived the value of the school’s
internship program higher than firms with averageperformance interns. Interns who were considered high
performers were more likely to receive higher starting
salaries than interns considered as average performers.
The variables perceived as most valuable included the
intern acquiring better job skills, learning faster, and
being more productive. The top three most significant
predictors of overall on-the-job performance by
employers were the intern’s reliability, consistency, and
eagerness to learn new skills. These findings support
earlier research that undergraduates with internship
experience have more full-time employment potential
after graduation (Gault, Redington & Schlager, 2000;
Reddan & Rauchle, 2012).
Internship Skill Acquisition
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Internships expose students to discipline-specific
knowledge. An internship can help a student develop
professionalism, communication, and interpersonal
skills. Additional soft skills, such as attitude and work
ethic, along with the technical hard skills necessary for
a profession, are in demand today (Gale et al., 2017).
An undergraduate education should be balanced
between broad knowledge and disciplinary skills (Hart
Research Associates, 2007). Fifty-six percent of
employers believe higher education should emphasize
the following: integrative learning, knowledge of
human culture and the world, intellectual and practical
skills, and personal and social responsibility. Both
employers and graduates in this same study agree that
teamwork skills and critical thinking are two important
workplace skills (Hart Research Associates, 2007).
Beck and Halim (2008) identified the most significant
internship learning outcomes as personal and
interpersonal skills, with technical skills perceived as
less important. Recruiters want evidence of leadership,
communication, and interpersonal skills, which are
largely unattainable in the classroom (Barr & McNeilly,
2002). For four years in a row, the top selection
criterion in the Graduate Careers Australia (2012)
survey were interpersonal and communication skills.
An intern’s communication ability is also a critical skill
identified in other studies (Gale et al., 2017; Huber,
2018; Kelley & Bridges, 2005; Ryan & Krapels, 1997).
Financial Compensation of the Internship
A topic under perpetual debate is whether students
who participate in an internship should be financially
compensated. Students may prefer to be paid for an
internship, as 61% of students in a study on student
loan usage are working while in school (Javine, 2013).
But not every firm wants to pay for interns. Companies
can insist on students earning credit so they can legally
be considered unpaid trainees (Lipka, 2010), which
some view as unethical and exploitive (Gardner, 2010).
The United States Department of Labor’s Fair Labor
Standards Act of 1938 (USDL, 2013) “establishes
minimum wage, overtime pay, recordkeeping, and
youth employment standards affecting employees in the
private sector and in Federal, State, and local
governments” (para. one). It further states that an
employer must pay an employee for work unless that
employee is considered an independent contractor or
volunteer. Interns who receive training as part of their

education may not be paid if several criteria are met by
the company, namely if the internship experience is of a
fixed duration and student work efforts are not linked to
business dependency (USDL, 2010). If an internship is
a legitimate learning experience, the internship could
legally be unpaid (NACE, 2011). Most colleges treat
the internship as a purely educational experience, yet
some students are actually doing real work yet paying
for college credit (Wexler, 2016).
Study Context and Internship Structure
The context for this study is an established
internship program at a large urban university in the
United States. The required internship experience for
three college credits occurred during the summer
between the third and fourth years of a four-year degree
program. The internship was placed here in the
curriculum, as upper division students have more
substantial disciplinary knowledge to apply to their
internship than younger students (Marshall, 2010).
Internship research tends to focus on the employer
and what the market desires while fewer studies pay
attention to student perceptions (Griffin & Coelhoso,
2019). Based on the results of Gupta, Burns, and
Schiferl (2010), the individual benefits of the
experience may impact the students’ perceived
satisfaction with the internship. In an effort to learn
more about the skills acquired in an internship and the
student’s overall satisfaction with the experience, the
following questions were generated for this study:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Do students experience an internship they
perceive as beneficial?
What do students perceive as the most
beneficial skills learned in an internship?
Is there a relationship between financial
compensation and student perception of
internship value?
Is there a relationship between financial
compensation and student perception of
internship preparedness?
Methodology

A homogeneous sampling strategy was chosen to
focus on specific population characteristics and for a
richness of information (Patton, 2002). Voluntary and
confidential participation was acquired from 24 senior
interior design students who had completed an internship
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during the previous summer with various local, national,
and international design firms. Three participants were
male and 21 were female. This single set of student
participants were all in their final year of a four-year
undergraduate degree program. Data was collected six
months after the internship experience, thus allowing
time for students to reflect on their experience.
As shown in Table 1, 14 technical, professional,
and communication skills were identified from the
literature as likely to be gained by students during an
internship experience. The skills were randomly
distributed in a survey instrument using a five-point
Likert scale, with 1 being very unbeneficial to 5 being
very beneficial. One question about financial
compensation was included on a nominal scale. Two
open-ended questions about and internship value and
internship preparedness were included to permit a range
of data and responses. The instrument was pilot tested
by colleagues and graduate students knowledgeable of
research methods. Their suggested changes were
incorporated into the final version. The hard copy
survey was distributed in a class session taught by
another instructor. The data was coded by the
researcher and entered into a spreadsheet for descriptive
data analysis.
Results
All skills obtained in the internship were perceived
as helpful, with mean results ranging from 3.38 to 4.29
on a 5.00 scale (see Table 2). Results indicate that
students valued the real-world orientation of workplace
learning as the most beneficial skill (m=4.29, sd=0.75).
Other top skills viewed as beneficial included a broader
Table 1
Survey Instrument Items
How beneficial was your internship to you in the following skill areas?
Broader view of industry
Career focus
Collaboration/Team-building
Confidence/Self-awareness
Exposure to complex design problems
Interpersonal skills
Professional networking
Interpersonal skills
Professional networking
Resume building/Future employability
Self-reliance/Self-motivation
Technical design skills
Time management
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Verbal communication
Written communication
Payment for Internship Experience
Was your internship paid? As this anonymous, will you please tell me how much you were paid per hour?
Overall Perception of the Internship Experience
Overall, I believe my internship was a valuable learning activity that augmented my university course work.
Along with my academic coursework, I think my internship has prepared me to enter the profession of interior
design upon graduation.

Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

N
23
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24
24

Table 2
Skills Students Perceived They Obtained in an Internship
Mean
SD
Skill
4.29
0.75
Real-world orientation
4.25
0.90
Broader view of industry
4.21
0.66
Resume building/Future employability
4.21
0.93
Professional networking
4.17
0.64
Time management
4.17
0.76
Career focus
4.17
0.87
Confidence/Self-awareness
4.13
0.74
Verbal communication
4.00
1.05
Self-reliance/Self-motivation
3.96
0.86
Interpersonal skills
3.92
1.10
Collaboration/Team-building
3.79
0.98
Technical design skills
3.67
0.87
Written communication
3.38
1.24
Exposure to complex design problems

view of industry (m=4.25, sd=0.90), resume
building/future employability (m=4.21, sd=0.66), and
professional networking (m=4.21, sd=0.93). Internship
value was measured with one item, ‘Overall, I believe
my internship was a valuable learning activity that
augmented my university course work’. On a similar
five-point scale, most students agreed with this
statement (m=4.29, sd=1.13). Internship preparedness
was measured with one item, ‘Along with my academic
coursework, I think my internship has prepared me to
enter the profession of interior design upon graduation’.
They also agreed with this statement (m=4.17,
sd=1.29). Internship compensation was based on a selfreport measure of whether the internship was paid or
unpaid. Was there any relationship between internship
compensation and perceived internship value? From
participant responses, 14 out of 24 students selfreported they were paid with an average hourly salary
of $12.00 per hour. Using a Pearson's correlation

coefficient, the relationship between financial
compensation and internship value was close to zero
(r=0.21). According to Cohen (1992), the effect size of
this relationship is low or small. The relationship
between financial compensation and internship
preparedness was closer to one, showing a modest
positive correlation (r=0.49). This would be considered
a large correlation effect size (Cohen, 1992).
Discussion
This study addressed four research questions
about the benefits students perceived from a recent
internship experience, as shown in Table 3. In
response to the first question, “Do interior design
students experience an internship they perceive as
beneficial?”, the findings showed that students
responded positively to both survey questions about
overall internship satisfaction (m=4.29; m= 4.17).
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Similar findings about workplace skills were found in
a study of 36 undergraduate business students who
also completed an eight week internship experience
(Griffin & Coelhoso, 2019). Almost all (95%)
received credit toward their degree for their internship
and viewed it as a success. Similar to work by Gupta
and colleagues (2010), the individual benefits of the
internship experience impacted the level of perceived
satisfaction. The findings from the current study are
consistent with other research that showed an
internship can maximize students’ potential for
employment (Reddan & Rauchle, 2012), give them a
more confident view of the learning experience
(Blackwell et al., 2001), allow them to acquire the
industry’s work culture (Renganathan, Karim & Li,
2012), and offer future employees the occasion to
build mentoring relationships with supervisors
(O’Neill, 2010).
In response to the second question, “What do
students perceive as the most beneficial skills learned in
an internship?,” data show the top four skills all revolved

around employability. The “real world” orientation of
workplace learning, a broader view of industry, resume
building/future
employability,
and
professional
networking were all skills students perceive as helping
them be future full-time employees. Better employability
has equated to better pay and quicker full-time
employment in past research (Gault et al., 2000), where
findings show that participation in an external work
experience provided solid exposure to career skills.
In response to the third research question of the
relationship between financial compensation and
perceived internship value, the study finds a positive
correlation (r=0.21). However, being closer to zero and
being a smaller effect size, this denotes a less important
linear relationship between the two study variables.
This means that if interns from this sample reported a
higher pay rate, their perception of their own career
preparation did not necessarily get any better. Interns
paid less still viewed their internship as positive career
preparation. Finally, the final research question
addressed the relationship between financial

Table 3
Summary of Research Findings
Research Question
Research Question 1: Do students experience an
internship they perceive as beneficial?

Summary of Findings
Students believe the internship was a valuable learning
activity and that it has prepared them to enter the
professional world.

Research Question 2: What do students perceive as the
most beneficial skills learned in an internship?

All skills obtained in the internship were perceived as
helpful, with real world orientation of workplace
learning rated highest.

Research Question 3: Is there a relationship between
financial compensation and student perception of
internship value?

A weak relationship was found between pay and
satisfaction.

Research Question 4: Is there a relationship between
financial compensation and student perception of the
internship preparedness?

A modest relationship was found between pay and
preparedness.

compensation and the perception of student
preparedness to enter the workforce. This resulted in a
modest correlation (r=0.49) with a large effect size
(around .50). This denotes a relatively strong
relationship between variables. Interns reporting they

were paid were more likely to feel prepared to enter the
profession of interior design than students who were not
compensated. Other research has shown that students
who are financially compensated in their internships
have a higher level of what McHugh (2017) calls
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“developmental value”. This variable is similar to this
study’s definition of preparedness, in which students
use an internship to acquire more skills and develop
clarity about future career goals. Yet, the same study
(McHugh, 2017) reported no significant difference
when correlating those with a paid internship and their
personal satisfaction with that internship.
Though the national average wage for an intern is
$19.05 per hour (NACE, 2019), it is understood this
amount is for all professions and not just interior
design. As the average hourly wage for a professional
interior designer is $25.66 (USBLS, 2019), a lessknowledgeable intern’s rate of $12.85 is comparable.
Gupta et al. (2010) also found no significant
relationship between intern compensation and interns’
satisfaction. Instead, their satisfaction was more
strongly related to the skills they gained. However,
students in other studies have expressed negative
concerns about internship compensation, time
commitment, and paying for credit while “working”
(Roznowski & Wrigley, 2006; Wexler, 2016). The
debate over financial compensation for interns remains
an active one and warrants further investigation.
Conclusion
The benefits of an internship are many and impact
academia as well as industry. An important area of
design research acknowledges the perceptions of interns
toward their workplace experience (Gugerty, 2011).
This study reported interior design interns at one school
who believed their internship was valuable in preparing
them to enter the workforce. As shown in Table 2, these
students perceived that they received the benefits of an
internship, including a real-world orientation, a broader
view of industry, the ability to build their resume and
increase future employability, and more professional
networking. They also perceived satisfaction with the
internship experience regardless of pay rate, seeing this
as the opportunity to gain job-related skills. Industry
executives believe colleges should better prepare
graduates for success by helping them develop both
broad and specific skills (Hart Research Associates,
2010). Soft and hard skills are necessary to form a welldeveloped designer (Gale et al., 2017; Huber, 2018).
It is recognized that significant learning can take
place in industry, as learning is a continual and ongoing process (Kolb, 1984). However, there is more to
an internship than gaining work experience. As stated
by Guile (2006), “No matter how well trained newly

qualified professionals and/or recent entrants have been
in educational institutions, this does not automatically
equip them to work in the creative and cultural sector”
(p. 439). Beckman (2007) notes that design students
learn skill sets specific to their careers, but rarely do
they learn how to leverage these skills to produce a
sustainable career.
As in any educational study, this study is bound by
limitations. A small homogenous sample drawn from
one discipline at one school limits the study’s
theoretical and logical generalization. Though the 14
benefits listed in the survey instrument were determined
from available research, the list may exclude other
skills gained by an intern. This instrument has a modest
level of face validity, yet its content validity and
internal reliability is low, as the survey was constructed
with only one measurement for each internship skill
(i.e., construct). Also, if the survey were administered
to more than one group of interns, the internal validity
of the instrument would be higher. Finally, some study
participants had varied opinions, as evident in any
standard deviation over one (see Table 2). This may
also be due to the small sample size.
Future research may benefit from student responses
that are confidential (rather than anonymous) in order to
determine if any relationship exists between the type of
firm and geographic location of the internship, along
with compensation and internship satisfaction. To
further broaden the scope of internship research, a
survey of past interns and their supervisors may shed
light on the perceptions of the internship’s impact on
long-term career success and satisfaction. Finally,
gathering student perceptions two to three years after
graduation may give a more accurate assessment of
career development, as graduates would likely be
beyond entry-level positions at that time.
In conclusion, both the literature and the current
study support the inclusion of an internship in design
curricula as a form of experiential learning. The data
reported in this study can help educators determine how
best to assist students in maximizing learning outcomes
from this form of experiential learning. Providing
exceptional internship opportunities that contribute to
learning will require the ongoing attention of educators
and researchers for years to come.
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