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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Capstone experiences provide students the opportunity to demonstrate knowledge and skills
obtained during a program. Ideally, capstone projects assess students’ readiness to graduate and provide
information regarding students’ ability to apply knowledge learned in the academic setting to “real-
world” problems. Research has been “the gold standard” of higher education throughout the 20" Century.
At the doctoral level and at the Masters level, a student’s culminating achievement was the completion of
research. Some question whether our current practices adequately prepare graduates to be “leading
practitioners” prepared for the complex demands of a rapidly changing society. The(Perry & Imig, 2008)
point out that practitioners need different preparation than future researchers (Perry & Imig, 2008; Rickli,
2009).

The purposes of this project are (a) to identify and describe current capstone practices, (b) to
investigate how capstone experiences meet the needs of students, and (c) to identify and evaluate
alternative capstone experiences for preparing students for the workplace. The purpose of this final phase
was to develop consensus on effective preparation during master’s level programs from recent graduates.
Specifically, we asked about knowledge, skills, and abilities that graduate students should acquire during
their graduate program and specific experiences that would prepare graduates to be effective employees.

The study was conducted in Delphi-style rounds to reach consensus. In the first round, a
demographic survey and two open-ended questions addressing the primary purpose were sent
electronically to 3,151 individuals who graduated from a master’s level program in the past five years.
The two open-ended questions were: 1) please list knowledge, skills, and abilities a graduate student, in
your discipline, should learn during his/her graduate program. 2) Please identify the kinds of experiences
that would prepare graduates to be effective employees in your discipline. Sixty graduates responded to
and completed the first round (75% female). Respondents represented a wide range of disciplines with
education (n=16) and higher education (n = 15) being the most represented. From their open-ended
responses, a list of 50 knowledge, skills, and abilities that a graduate student should learn during his/her
graduate program was generated; duplicate responses were merged. Additionally, a list of 36 experiences
that would prepare graduates to be effective employees was also generated. In the second Delphi round
responses were returned to the 60 respondents from round one. Respondents were asked to indicate their
level of agreement with each of the 50 responses from question one and 36 responses from question two
on a scale of 7 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree). Thirty-three participants responded in round two.
Level of agreement was calculated as the percentage of respondents with responses within 3 categories of
agreement with each other. Consensus was assumed at a level of agreement of 70%.

For the question regarding knowledge, skills, and abilities, consensus was reached in 46 of the 50
(92%) responses. Top responses, reaching 100% agreement, were critical thinking, professional
communication, strong writing skills, and working with others. For the question regarding preparation
experiences, consensus was reached for 100% of responses. The three responses with 100% agreement
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were peer collaboration, job shadowing, and internship. In this study of recent graduates, we found a
high level of agreement on knowledge, skills, abilities, and experiences necessary for effective
preparation in graduate programs.

Overall, in Phase 11 of the project researchers identified key themes from interviews with program
coordinators about their master’s level capstone experiences. These key themes are: aapplication to
practice, contribute to scholarship, multiple pathways/change, demonstrate knowledge of the domain, and
preparation for academia. The final stage of the project sought to gain consensus on effective preparation
during master’s level programs from recent graduates. Researchers found that a) skills sets/abilities and
experiences that were the lowest in levels of agreement were industry or trade specific. Those items do
not reflect strengths that would be advantageous in a generalized setting and environment for post
graduate students b) the skill sets/abilities and experiences that had the highest level of agreement
support previous work that demonstrate the importance of critical thinking, communication, collaboration,
and practical experiences in graduate programs.
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