
TRAINING IN THE WORKPLACE: STUDENTS’ PERCEPTION OF THE 
BENEFITS AND OBSTACLES DURING INTERNSHIPS 

Sandra Filipe, Claudia Amaral Santos, Belem Barbosa 
Aveiro Institute of Accounting and Administration, University of Aveiro (ISCA-UA) / 
GOVCOPP Research Unit on Governance, Competitiveness and Public Policies 

(PORTUGAL) 

Abstract 
Internships have been widely used in higher education in different scientific fields, which presupposes 
the training of students in a work context. There are some studies on the usefulness of internships 
undertaken at undergraduate and graduate levels. However, to the best of our knowledge, literature has 
been disregarding short-cycle higher technical courses (TESP). This paper aims to fill this gap, 
describing and presenting results of perceptions of students enrolled in the internship subject of one 
TESP. More specifically, the objectives for this paper are: (i) to identify the obstacles students face; (ii) 
to explore students’ perceptions of internship benefits; and, (iii) to examine the skills students consider 
to have improved as a result of their internship. A survey comprising both qualitative and quantitative 
questions was conducted with the students enrolled in the internship subject of the Sales, Management 
and Marketing TESP course at the University of Aveiro, Portugal, in the second semester of 2018/2019. 
25 students accepted to participate in the study (89%). Despite some difficulties pointed out by students 
in adapting to a work context in the first weeks, the results show that they considered having improved 
their learning outcomes, and some interpersonal skills, such as autonomy, ability to take initiative, ability 
to conduct research, collaboration, flexibility, time management, personal organization, task planning, 
responsibility, and decision making. Additionally, students stressed that the internship facilitates their 
future employment. Thus, this study provides relevant cues for teachers and course directors in order 
to minimize weaknesses and maximize strengths of internships, aiming at a better articulation between 
HEI and companies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The debate on higher education in the 21st century has been focused on the challenges of globalization 
and the correlation between higher educational systems, academic qualifications and professional skills 
[1, 2]. This trend results from a growing concern with graduates’ (un)employment [3, 4], associated with 
an increasing unpredictability of the future of the labor market and uncertainty regarding the relevant 
skills employees should possess [5,  6].  

In the face of the constant changes in society and in the labor market, including employment 
opportunities, the inclusion of recent graduates in the labor market has been widely debated at political 
[7] and academic levels [8,9]. These changes have repercussions on higher education, as graduates 
are expected to have specific professional skills that will ensure fast post-graduation employability and 
broader skills that will guarantee it in the medium and long term [6]. Some literature suggests that 
universities are primarily responsible for providing a good basic preparation for students to face a variety 
of challenges [10], for identifying knowledge requirements that would sustain students' abilities in the 
labor market [11], and for developing graduates' employability profile [12]. 

Particularly since 2006, the Portuguese Government and Higher Education Institutions (HEI) in Portugal 
addressed these concerns through the implementation of the Bologna process, offering courses 
specifically aimed at skills' development, and through the creation of short-cycle higher technical 
courses (Professional Superior Technician courses – TESP) in a compact format to prepare pre-adults 
and adults for future professional careers. These courses are taught exclusively in polytechnic higher 
education institutions, last for two academic years (120 ECTS) and are composed of a set of subjects 
organized into general, scientific, and technical components with a 30 ECTS internship in the last 
semester of the course [13,14].  

Internships have been widely used in higher education, particularly in courses with a more practical 
component (e.g. nursing or medicine), but also in education and business studies courses, among 
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others. More recently, different scientific fields have introduced an internship period in their syllabuses, 
which presupposes the training of students in a work context. Some of these internships are compulsory 
subjects, while others are optional. They are effective tools of proximity and collaboration between HEI 
and business organizations since they create, on one hand, a privileged communication channel with 
important feedback on the contents taught to students, and, on the other, they allow host business 
organizations to innovate their work practices. They can still improve graduates' employability [15,16], 
not only due to this proximity, but also to the development of skills by students, a central issue in their 
future employability. 

According to Coco [17] internships provide win-win-win benefits for students, employers and schools. 
The benefits from internships for students are focused on skills' acquisition and development resulting 
from a professional work experience. As for employers, internships provide access to potential future 
employees, while for schools internships aid to strengthen their connections to the business community 
[18]. Additionally, regarding the benefits for students, Blinder, Baguley, Crook and Miller [19] stated that 
the effects from internship experiences are not only evidenced on employment and career indicators, 
but also on academic outcomes across subjects. 

In fact, the benefits offered by an internship are diverse. For the majority of cases, it acts as the student's 
first contact with a real work environment and provides an opportunity to apply and amplify the 
knowledge acquired in the degree. Simultaneously, the internship is vital for the consolidation and 
development of transversal competencies viewed as fundamental for students' employability. Although 
it is recognized that internships are positive learning opportunities, this experience is not always useful 
in the short term. Often the success of the internship is dependent not only on a process of students' 
adaptation to the business reality but also on how they are guided and monitored by supervisors. 

For instance, in a business college context, Knouse and Fontenot [20] show that, overall, an internship 
is a beneficial activity, since interns' experience and employability were enhanced. However, authors 
recognized that the internship experience can be improved, and recommended the following three 
suggestions: students and employers should be more actively involved in the process; prerequisites and 
expectations should be clear; and hands-on activities, such as mentoring and journaling, should be 
included [20:pp.64]. 

In order to enhance the learning outcomes resulting from these short-cycle courses, a more sustained 
understanding of the benefits and obstacles perceived by students during their internship is needed. 
There are some studies on the usefulness of internships undertaken at undergraduate and/or graduate 
levels in courses of business [e.g. 21, 22]. However, to the best of our knowledge, literature has been 
disregarding this specific technical level of education. This paper aims to fill this gap, describing and 
presenting results of perceptions of students enrolled in the internship subject of the Sales, Management 
and Marketing TESP course at the University of Aveiro, Portugal. More specifically, the objectives for 
this paper are: (i) to identify the obstacles students faced; (ii) to explore students’ perception of internship 
benefits; and, (iii) to examine the skills students consider to have improved as a result of their internship. 

This paper is organized as follows: the first section is the current introduction; section two details the 
methodology that was adopted; in the third section, the results are presented and a final discussion 
about the obtained results is made; finally, the last topic is reserved for conclusions, limitations and 
future research.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
Overall, this study was aimed at identifying the benefits and obstacles that students perceived during 
the initial months of training and, additionally, to evaluate the skills students considered having been 
improved. The study population comprised 28 students enrolled in the last semester of the last year of 
the short-cycle higher technical course of Sales, Management and Marketing at the University of Aveiro.  

The internship had a compulsory nature, started in the early days of February 2019, and had a total 
duration of 680 hours (30 ECTS). Students were distributed through different companies according to 
their interest in a certain professional field.  Some of them also considered their area of residence when 
choosing the host business organization. Each student was assigned a supervisor within the company 
and a supervising teacher from the university. The three parties involved in each stage - company 
supervisor, university supervisor and student - had previously worked together on a work plan for the 
internship. 
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After two months of internship, all students were invited by email to fill out a survey about their internship. 
From the 28 students enrolled in the internship, 25 accepted to participate in this study. The sample 
represents, therefore, 89% of the target population of this study. In terms of sample characteristics, 
students were between 19 and 32 years old (mode = 22 years old), 14 were female and 11 male, the 
majority goes by car to the company (approximately 20-30 minute trip). On average, internship hours 
amount to 368. 

To collect the data, the study conducted a survey comprised of two parts: (i) a more descriptive first part, 
where students were asked to comment on their fears, initial obstacles, perceived benefits and 
expectations in relation to the internship; (ii) a second part focused on the difficulties encountered by 
students during the internship and on their assessment of the skills that were developed and/or improved 
during the internship. 

In the first part of the survey the following set of 8 questions was formulated: 

1 What is the total number of hours of internship that have been completed so far? 
2 Have you had to miss (delivering a proper justification) internship days? What reasons led you to 

miss those days? 
3 How do you travel daily to the host company and for how long? 
4 Before you started the internship, what were your main fears? 
5 What obstacles did you face in the first month of the internship? 
6 Have you overcome the initial obstacles? How have you overcome these obstacles? 
7 What are the main benefits you think you are obtaining from the internship? 
8 What are your main expectations regarding your internship? 

In the second part of the survey two groups of questions were considered: the first group enquired about 
the level of difficulty perceived by students regarding a list of 20 items concerning knowledge, skills, 
tasks and duties (e.g., attendance, compliance with schedules, motivation and interest in assignments, 
oral communication with customers, suppliers and other stakeholders) in a Likert scale of 5 points (from 
1- very difficult to 5- very easy); the second group of questions asked about the rate of improvement 
perceived by students since the beginning of the internship regarding a list of 26 skills-related items 
(e.g., critical review, self-motivation, autonomy, responsibility, decision making, teamwork) in a Likert 
scale of 5 points (from 1- much worse to 5- much better). The list of skills presented to students was 
carefully prepared and based on the literature review [e.g. 4, 11, 23]. 

Quantitative data analysis included descriptive and bivariate analysis. Qualitative data were submitted 
to content analysis. 

3 RESULTS 
The next sections are devoted to the analysis of the obstacles and difficulties students faced before, in 
the beginning, and during their internship, to students’ expectations and perceived benefits of the 
internship, and to the improvement of a set of skills as a result of their internship. 

3.1 Obstacles and difficulties encountered in the internship  

3.1.1 Fears of students prior to the beginning of the internship 
The analysis of students' responses concerning their main fears prior to the internship period indicate 
that several students had as main concern not being able to meet the host company's expectations and 
being incapable of accomplishing the assigned tasks. These performance fears included “not being able 
to do what they asked me” (Student G), “to fail in achieving the goals of the internship" (Student O), “not 
meeting company's expectations” (Students L, T, and U), and “do things in a wrong way” (Student V). 
Interestingly, these fears also include disappointing the supervising teacher, as mentioned by one of the 
participants: “being unable to adapt and correspond to the expectations set forth by my internship 
supervisor” (Student P). Moreover, some students referred to the fear of "not putting my knowledge into 
practice” (Student N). 

Another main fear expressed by several participants was the difficulty to adapt to the host company. In 
fact, these students highlighted the apprehension of "not being capable of adapting to the environment" 
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(Student J), or unable to fit into "the market field in which the company operates” (Student K). Apparently, 
many students were convinced they would have a “difficult adaptation” (Student L), making it a common 
perception before the internship. 

The third most stated fear pointed out by students was the fact that the internship might not correspond 
to their expectations, match their preferences or conform to their academic qualifications. As evidenced, 
some students were initially concerned about the possibility of an "inadequate internship" (Student A), 
or being unable to live up to personal expectations: “Failing to meet expectations and disliking the tasks 
that would be assigned” (Student F).  

The difficulty in respecting the weekly schedule was also underlined by some students, namely those 
who already had a job. In these cases, students feared "not to comply with the number of hours 
established per week" (Student D), or not being able to conciliate the internship with the remaining 
activities, such as Student Q refers: "not having time to do the internship and work at the same time."  

Additionally, some students mentioned the work atmosphere as one of their greatest fears, namely the 
possibility of being in a "less positive environment" (Student C) and the difficulty in communicating with 
clients, materialized in the fear of "talking to clients and explaining things objectively" (Student C). 
Interestingly, only one of the students did not identify any fear before the internship, stating that he felt 
totally confident (Student X). 

Hence, results point to a varied set of fears among students, indicating little or no former professional 
experience, as well as strong feelings towards the importance students place on internships, not only 
regarding academic success but also as facilitators to professional success. 

3.1.2 Initial obstacles encountered in the internship 
As expected, most of the initial fears were dissipated during the first weeks of the internship. Indeed, 
the majority of them were not observed. Actually, several students mentioned that they didn't find any 
obstacle at the beginning of the internship (e.g., Student D, Student F, Student S, Student T).  

The main set of initial obstacles faced by students is related to the lack of knowledge on the company's 
field of activity and the specific technical skills needed to perform the tasks. As explained by Student K, 
"it was not quite an obstacle (...) to understand the market in which the company operates, its 
characteristics, details and difficulties". Overall, these difficulties relate to the fear of non- adaptation: 
"not knowing the people and some tasks" (Student G), "not to be familiar with the company's 
products/services" (Student A), "to learn all the new concepts and the first more complicated tasks" 
(Student R).  

Moreover, divergences between former lectured contents and the tasks to be performed in the internship 
caused some initial adversities, as Student I indicates: "The accomplishment of a task based on a topic 
that lacked deeper understanding". Another obstacle underlined by several students was related to 
personal relationships with co-workers, namely with the internship supervisor. Participants referred 
difficulties in developing relationships with colleagues such as evidenced by Student J: "As I didn't know 
people that well, it was complicated to establish relationships". There was also reference to lack of 
contact with other employees, or even "lack of support from the supervisor" (Student H), and sometimes 
a "total absence of proximity with the remaining co-workers of the company" (Student B). These 
obstacles are motivated mainly by the work environment itself but also by the students' character traits, 
as recognised by Student N, who admitted that, besides the insufficient supervision from the company, 
the biggest difficulty was indeed his shyness and insecurity. Obstacles such as integration (Student X), 
time management (Student Q) and adaptation to working schedules (Student L), were also pointed out 
by students. 

When asked whether the initial obstacles were overcome, only two students stated they were not yet 
solved: "not yet, working overnight and at weekends" (Student Q); "not quite ... I try to keep calm" 
(Student U). It should be noticed that these two students had already accomplished a substantial part 
of the internship (632 hours and 408 hours, respectively), indicating some inability to overcome 
adversities. 

Fortunately, a considerable number of students stated that obstacles have been surmounted thanks to 
their own proactivity, with drill and practice and by conducting research on the topics. The strategies 
adopted to overcome difficulties included "to study class content material" (Student A), and "a lot of 
online research" (Student I), demonstrating the capacity of students to find solutions and cope with 
limitations when performing a task.  
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Moreover, co-workers in the host company played an important role in the dissipation of barriers. 
Student J mentioned that difficulties were overcome by "getting along with people and adapting". Indeed, 
many students stressed the importance of the company's supervisor in helping to overcome obstacles, 
especially in the initial phases of the internship.   

Student K mentioned that research and support from company co-workers complemented each other, 
especially when the supervisor offered help to clarify doubts. Student R, in turn, applied additional 
strategies: "First I listened to what my supervisor was telling me, then I searched on the web, and after 
I performed the task. If I failed, I'd do it again and learn not to make the same mistake". One of the 
students devalued the initial fears and difficulties stating that “they were only initial fears; along the 
internship I was taught and clarified whenever I had doubts".  

Thus, this study demonstrates the importance of soft skills and interpersonal support in the initial phase 
of the internship, not only from colleagues at work but also from supervisors. According to the gathered 
data, these two factors were of vital importance for a fast adaptation to the internship and overcoming 
of first obstacles, and, ultimately, for students' satisfaction and good performance levels. 

3.1.3 Level of difficulty perceived by students during the internship 
From a list of 20 items on knowledge, skills, tasks and duties included in the survey, students were 
asked to assess the degree of perceived difficulty since the beginning of the internship, using a Likert 
scale of 5 points (from 1- very difficult to 5- very easy). Results are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Level of difficulty perceived by students. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Median Mode 
A. Acquiring new knowledge and skills 0 12% 19% 46% 23% 3.8 4 
B. Attendance 0 0 15% 23% 62% 4.5 5 
C. Ability to find solutions to problems 0 8% 19% 58% 15% 3.8 4 
D. Ability to predict, judge and assume the 
consequences of acts 

4% 15% 4% 38% 38% 3.9 4 and 5 

E. Written communication within the 
framework of the tasks 

0 8% 15% 58% 19% 3.9 4 

F. Oral communication with customers, 
suppliers and other stakeholders 

8% 12% 35% 23% 23% 3.4 3 

G. Oral communication with co-workers 4% 4% 12% 31% 50% 4.2 5 
H. Oral communication with the supervisor 
from the host organization 

0 4% 23% 27% 46% 4.2 5 

I. Computer and digital knowledge 0 0 19% 62% 19% 4.0 4 
J. Practical knowledge related to the 
requirements of the position 

0 19% 15% 46% 19% 3.7 4 

K. Theoretical knowledge related to the 
requirements of the position 

4% 4% 31% 46% 15% 3.7 4 

L. Compliance with work schedules 0 8% 4% 35% 54% 4.3 5 
M. Compliance with deadlines for the 
completion of tasks 

0 4% 0 46% 50% 4.4 5 

N. Integration into the host organization 0 0 4% 31% 65% 4.6 5 
O. Motivation and interest in the 
accomplished work  

0 0 19% 46% 35% 4.2 4 

P. Speed of execution of tasks without 
compromising quality 

0 4% 23% 42% 31% 4.0 4 

Q. Realization of work with quality 0 4% 19% 35% 42% 4.2 5 
R. Writing of the internship final report  12% 27% 23% 31% 8% 3.0 4 
S. Writing of bi-weekly reports 8% 8% 27% 31% 27% 3.6 4 
T. Confidence in the execution of tasks 0 4% 27% 42% 727% 3.9 4 
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As described in Table 1, most students did not consider the different tasks and activities comprised by 
the internship as difficult or very difficult two months after the start of their internship (the time the data 
was collected). Indeed, these results show that by then students were well adapted to their duties. Still, 
dealing with external stakeholders such as customers and suppliers stands out as being moderately 
difficult for the respondents, hence being an aspect that needs further support by supervisors and co-
workers. Naturally, students are aware of their increased responsibility when communicating verbally 
with external stakeholders and in most cases this is something they will do very cautiously in the first 
weeks of the internship, therefore this result is according to both teachers' and company representatives’ 
expectations. 

3.2 Students’ expectations and perceived benefits regarding the internship 

3.2.1 Students’ expectations 
Concerning expectations on the internship, most students (amounting to a total of 14) expressed their 
main wish as being to conclude the internship successfully, regarded as an opportunity to learn at 
personal and professional levels. Some examples are: Students H: "To learn and evolve as a person 
and as a professional, and help the company to progress as well"; Student K: "A better preparation for 
a future professional path; to acquire experience and competencies in a working environment that may 
reveal themselves as important or even more important than the theoretical class contents ". 

Three students stated that the grade was their highest expectation towards the internship, as Student X 
refers: "To conclude with the best possible grade and leave a good impression in the company". Other 
three students underlined the opportunity to work as their main future expectation, as Student V 
indicates: "Firstly to finish the internship successfully. In the future, to remain in the company where the 
internship took place, or to have access to future positions". 

As predicted, evidence points to the fact that students have a set of different expectations, including 
aspects that are merely academic (such as final grade) but that are not underestimated by the 
participants. The focus is, however, on the immediate purpose of the internship: the consolidation of 
their learning path. The broader purpose of attaining good employability levels is also clearly cherished 
by students, even when most part of the internship is still unaccomplished (students F, L, and V had 
already accomplished 308, 372, and 408 hours of internship respectively, at the time of the survey). 

3.2.2 Perceived benefits by students 
Pertaining to perceived benefits resulting from the internship, six students identified the perception of 
the reality of the labour market as the main advantage. For example, Student S states having acquired 
"extensive knowledge and a clear picture of what the market is like", while Student U refers to having 
managed to "understand the labour market". 

Four students indicated the development and application of knowledge lectured in classes as the main 
benefit of the internship, e.g. Student D: "A broader knowledge of the topics lectured in classes", Student 
J: "It's a different way of learning, that shows us the other side of our degree"; Student N: "To put into 
practice what I've learned in the degree". Other four students presented the experience and how it 
develops as one of the main benefits, as Student I states: "Experience... to add knowledge to my 
professional background". Moreover, the remaining students mentioned new learning contents, the 
development of the ability to accomplish tasks autonomously and the capacity to getting along with other 
people, with clear benefits for the internship. Examples are: Student G: "Ability to perform tasks 
autonomously and establish relationships with other people"; Student L: "Ongoing learning"; Student V: 
"To get to know a new area, professionally and personally". 

These results are according to both extant literature and the general objectives of internship, which 
highlight the benefits of consolidating the learning process and further preparing the students for their 
professional careers. This is also confirmed in students’ acknowledgement of skills developed during 
the internship described in the next section, giving positive signs of its outcomes. 

3.3 Skills improved as a result of the internship 
From a list of 26 items concerning skills, students assessed the perceived degree of improvement since 
the beginning of the internship, using a Likert scale of 5 points (from 1- much worse to 5- much better). 
Results are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Skills development acknowledged by students. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Median Mode 
A. Critical analysis 0 0 27% 62% 12% 3.8 4 
B. Self-motivation 0 8% 35% 35% 23% 3.7 3 
C. Autonomy 0 0 12% 46% 42% 4.3 5 
D. Ability to take action 0 0 19% 46% 35% 4.2 4 
E. Ability to conduct research  0 0 12% 62% 27% 4.2 4 
F. Ability to synthesize 0 0 31% 38% 31% 4.0 4 
G. Collaboration 0 4% 8% 50% 38% 4.2 4 
H. Written communication 0 0 31% 50% 19% 3.9 4 
I. Oral communication  4% 0 35% 42% 19% 3.7 4 
J. Creativity 0 0 42% 42% 15% 3.7 3 and 4 
K. Setting objectives 0 0 23% 54% 23% 4.0 4 
L. Dynamism 0 0 23% 50% 27% 4.0 4 
M. Flexibility 0 0 27% 31% 42% 4.2 5 
N. Time management 0 0 31% 27% 42% 4.1 5 
O. Innovation 0 0 31% 46% 23% 3.9 4 
P. Leadership 0 8% 42% 35% 15% 3.6 3 
Q. Work methodology 0 0 23% 54% 23% 4.0 4 
R. Trading 0 0 58% 27% 15% 3.6 3 
S. Personal organization 0 0 19% 46% 35% 4.2 4 
T. Persistence 0 0 27% 46% 27% 4.0 4 
U. Task planning 0 0 19% 50% 31% 4.1 4 
V. Interpersonal relationships 0 0 23% 54% 23% 4.0 4 
W. Troubleshooting 0 0 23% 50% 27% 4.0 4 
X. Responsibility 0 0 8% 46% 46% 4.4 5 
Y. Decision making 0 0 23% 46% 31% 4.1 4 
Z. Teamwork 4% 0 31% 31% 35% 3.9 5 

Students’ opinion clearly points to very positive effects of this compulsory internship. Indeed, most of 
the skills listed were considered better (4) or much better (5) after 2 months of internship, which confirms 
the importance of including internships at this level of education to consolidate relevant skills for both 
their academic and professional paths. Still, some students indicated that several skills have become 
worse or much worse during the first part of the internship, as it is the case of self-motivation, 
collaboration, oral communication, leadership, and teamwork. Although it was only one or two students 
that considered some skills have worsened, this is obviously an unexpected and unwanted outcome 
that should be identified and dealt by both teachers and company supervisors during the internship, in 
order to help students overcome this problem and make the internship successful for all.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Some difficulties were pointed out by students, namely in the first two months of adaptation to a work 
context. As previously observed, dealing with external stakeholders such as customers and suppliers 
stood out as being moderately difficult for the respondents to overcome, therefore co-workers and 
supervisors should pay closer attention to this aspect. Results also show, however, that students 
considered having improved their learning outcomes and some interpersonal skills, such as autonomy, 
ability to take initiative, ability to conduct research, collaboration, flexibility, time management, personal 
organization, task planning, responsibility, and decision making. Additionally, students mentioned that 
the internship opened doors to future employment opportunities.  

Overall, this study highlights the benefits of an ongoing evaluation of the internships' outcomes, allowing 
for the minimization of unwanted impacts, such as perceived damages to soft skills as shown in this 
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article. Even with an anonymous enquiry as this one, it is possible to identify strengths and weaknesses, 
alert all intervenient parties about possible problems, and further assist students in their learning and 
development processes. Thus, this study provides relevant cues for teachers and course directors, 
aiming at a better articulation between HEI and companies 

Despite the interesting insights provided, this study has important limitations, namely regarding its 
population and sample dimensions. Considering the relevance of the topic, we recommend the 
intermediate assessment of internship outcomes, and the systematic publication of results, so that the 
discussion can guide the development of more effective strategies for internship supervisors and 
coordinators. 
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