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ABSTRACT 
This paper uses a capstone class in the bachelor of technology program at Northern Alberta 
Institute of Technology (Canada) as a case study for reimagining a “successful” student and 

promoting growth in a variety of learners. In this course, students, guided by faculty advisors, 
work in teams to address real-world projects solicited by individuals or organizations. Over 
two years, feedback was gathered through interviews and surveys with graduating students 
and alumni to identify opportunities for improvement and to gain deeper insight into 

students’ learning experiences. The authors analyze these responses through the lens of 
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), particularly through literature on soft outcomes. 

In comparison to hard outcomes like grades or completing a degree, soft outcomes capture 

student advancement toward the goals of a particular course and can include interpersonal, 
organizational, and internal development. Ultimately, we conclude that our course promotes 
students’ progress toward soft outcomes through their relationships with their project 

sponsors, instructors, and teammates. Our findings emphasize the importance of fostering 

students’ social, emotional, and personal growth and suggest that the students who might be 
perceived as low-achieving can still advance as much on their learning journey as the ones 

who would be traditionally lauded as high-achieving. We align our findings with scholarship 
that investigates students’ emotional growth and wellbeing, which can be difficult amidst 
pedagogy, research, and government policy that define the value of post-secondary education 
primarily in terms of its ability to prepare students for the job market. This paper reframes 

what being a successful student means, contributes to a wider body of research on soft 
outcomes, and provides valuable insight for educators and researchers who are invested in 
students’ engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In this paper, we analyze student feedback on the capstone course in the bachelor of 

technology program (BTech) at Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT) in order to describe 
how the class and its instructors facilitate students’ growth on a personal and academic level. The 

function of capstone courses can vary, but in ours, students address problems provided by sponsors, 
with the guidance of faculty advisors. We position our capstone course as a case study for valuing 
“soft outcomes” over “hard outcomes” as markers of student success. Hard outcomes include 
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standardized criteria like grades, which are meaningful on an institutional level but can obscure the 
more holistic soft outcomes (Zepke 2018; Zepke and Leach 2018). Soft outcomes provide a more 

complex model of progress by centering the “distance traveled” by a particular student toward course 

goals (Barkley and Major 2020; Dewson et al. 2000; Zepke 2018; Zepke and Leach 2010b). We align our 
research with scholarship on students’ wellbeing and the role of emotions in academia more broadly, 

topics that are too often overlooked in an increasingly neoliberal world. 
Below, we review SoTL literature to emphasize the importance of student emotions and soft 

outcomes, provide an overview of our capstone structure, and detail the methodology for collecting 
and analyzing student feedback. We explore how their experience is shaped by working with a team, 

sponsors, and faculty advisors and highlight their process of maturation. The paper concludes with 
recommendations to implement findings into future instances of the capstone course.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW  

SoTL has provided insight into the significant differences between hard and soft outcomes 

and called attention to and research into the latter. As Zepke and Leach (2010b) argue, there is often 

an over emphasis on hard outcomes that do not give a complete picture of student learning 
experiences (662). Hard outcomes can be grades, program/course completion, or other ways for 
government, post-secondary institutes, and society to measure whether individuals have achieved 

certain academic standards (Zepke 2018; Zepke and Leach 2018). Yet soft outcomes can provide a 
more nuanced understanding of student progress (Dewson et al. 2000). In their analysis of extant 

scholarship on soft outcomes, Zepke and Leach (2010b) state it measures success as “the distance 

travelled by learners toward programme goals rather than their final achievement” and considers 
learners’ own perception of their progress (662). What this means depends on the individual and the 
program, but soft outcomes can include interpersonal, organizational, analytical, and personal skills 

(Dewson et al. 2000). Students’ investment in their learning can also indicate “distance travelled” 
(Barkley 2020; Zepke 2018; Zepke and Leach 2010b). Soft outcomes might not seem significant in 

comparison to something like completing a course, “but for certain individuals the leap forward in 
achieving these outcomes is immense” (Dewson et al. 2000). There are many methods of capturing a 

student’s perception of progress, such as reflection writing (Dewson et al. 2000; Schinske and Tanner 
2014; Stommel 2020; Quinlan 2016). In our case, student interviews and surveys provided valuable 
insight into the development of their social, personal, organizational, or analytical skills.  

In analyzing feedback, we explored students’ emotional experiences, which are too often 

dismissed as pedagogically unimportant. Emotions have historically been overlooked in SoTL 
(Quinlan 2016). In recent decades, scholarship has increasingly investigated emotions within higher 

education, including through feminist, sociological, and psychological lenses in order to foster 
positive outcomes, such as pride, in students (Knupsky and Caballero 2020; Quinlan 2016; Tormey 
2021), and to provide strategies for promoting their wellbeing (Yorke 1999; Zepke, Leach, and Prebble 

2006). These are worthy goals, but scholars have also argued that we cannot and, in some cases 
should not, eradicate negative emotions. Frustration and discomfort are often present as students 
navigate challenging ideas, work through difficult sections of a course, or engage in transformative 
learning (Alexander 2012; Barkley 2020; Knupsky and Caballero 2020; Mason 2021; Quinlan 2016). In 

this paper, we looked for moments of growth toward soft outcomes in students’ positive and negative 
emotions, and for what we can learn from them in turn. 

 We also analyzed students’ individual experiences and how this emotion arose and was 

processed socially (Knupsky and Caballero 2020). In her discussion of “affect,” or the critical study of 

feelings, Quinlan (2016) notes that much of the psychological scholarship on affect in the classroom 
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interprets it as private and in need of management. In contrast, she argues that “education is 
relational, and emotions are central to relationships” and that those relationships “are vital to the 

learning process in higher education” (Quinlan 2016, 102). Chinn (2012) similarly affirms that students 

“learn to feel” about their academic experiences through their connections with peers, parents, and 
other communities (15). Being attentive to this social context allows educators to gain a deeper 

understanding of key dynamics for student learning (Quinlan 2016). In this paper, we studied the 
relationships students formed with their sponsors, faculty advisors, and teams, and how they connect 
to soft outcomes, engagement, and emotional experiences.    

As Knupsky and Caballero (2020) state, “Affect in the classroom is not new, nor is the study of 

it. But the impact of this affect on students and instructors has become an issue that higher education 
can no longer afford to ignore” (116). COVID-19 has made teaching and learning more challenging, not 
to mention the impacts of the pandemic on people’s mental and physical health. Global issues like 

economic depressions, climate change, and the Russian invasion of Ukraine can cause additional 
stress, and more locally in Alberta, many post-secondary institutes have raised tuition (Anchan 2022; 

Patterson et al. 2021). Within this context, there is more reason than ever to study the emotional 

experiences of students and apply lessons learned. 
By celebrating students’ messy progress, this paper contrasts much of the culture at our own 

and other post-secondary institutions. NAIT is a polytechnic that was founded in 1962 to offer 

vocational and apprenticeship training, and that remains a key part of its focus (History – NAIT). For 
example, in the “Vision and Promises” section of its website the first “quick fact” it offers is “90% 

employment rate within 9 months of graduating,” positioning employment as an essential part of its 
brand (Quick Facts—NAIT). Scholarship on polytechnics can similarly define them as valuable because 

they act as a bridge to a career (e.g. Amankwah 2011; Brown [2011] 2012; Effah et al. 2014; Pontillas 
2018; Suarta et al. 2020). Even researchers who promote soft skills often do so by arguing that they are 
essential to securing jobs (e.g. Brown 2011–2012; Esa et al. 2015; Loquias 2015; Ojonugwa et al. 2015; 

Rahmat, Ayub, and Buntat 2016; Zainuddin and Abd Aziz 2012). This understanding of polytechnics is 

likely rooted in its history of vocational training, but it can also be seen as part of a neoliberal ideology 
in which knowledge is only seen as pedagogically important if it has proven useful in the marketplace 

(Quinlan 2016; Zepke and Leach 2018). Recent decades have witnessed the increasing marketization 
of higher education in Canada and globally through, for example, the commercialization of research, 
the blurring of boundaries between academia and industry, and the positioning of teaching and 

learning as an extension of capitalism (Fisher, Metcalfe, and Field 2016; Quinlan 2016). For many 
members of government, researchers, and educators, an alumni’s ability to acquire jobs becomes a 
hard outcome that indicates their success and the quality of their education. Our own provincial 
government laid out its educational strategy in Alberta 2030: Building Skills for Jobs, the name 

signifying its neoliberal approach (Alberta Advanced Education 2021). Alberta 2030 emphasizes work-

integrated learning for all students and creating “a parity of esteem between trades and academic 

learning” (23). The provincial government has also implemented performance-based funding, which 

links funding for post-secondary institutions to their ability to commercialize research and to their 
post-graduate employment rate, amongst other criteria (Adkin 2021).  

Locally and internationally, we see an increasingly neoliberal approach to education and an 

attempt to use market values as criteria through which to measure success. This trend can also inform 
the kind of pedagogical studies that are conducted, since researchers, educators and learners who 

adhere to the neoliberal understanding of education are likely to value scholarship that does the 

same (Zepke and Leach 2018). Within this context, academic “discussions about intangibles such as 
emotions and relationships are often sidelined,” as Quinlan (2016) notes (108). Yet we would also 
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affirm Quinlan’s further observation that, regardless of the current milieu, it is always worthwhile to 
foster students’ progress toward soft outcomes. We are aligning this paper with extant research that 

investigates the emotional development of polytechnic students and examines the connection 

between self-esteem, mental health, and academic performance (e.g. Akinleke 2012; Coker et al. 2019; 
Ojonugwa et al. 2015; Omar, Jain, and Noordin 2013). Alongside this scholarship, we are not focused 

on how our capstone course might turn students into better employees, but instead on how the 
distance they traveled is valuable for students, educators, and researchers.  

Next, we provide an overview of our capstone course in comparison with similar offerings 
elsewhere in the world. 

 
CAPSTONE COURSE OVERVIEW 

Capstone courses can have different meanings in different disciplines, institutions, and 

countries, such as a master-degree thesis work in Sweden or a final-year undergraduate project 
course in the USA, Australia (Adams et al. 2003), and Canada (Schramm and Chan 2013). The common 

themes are the student-centered approach (Adams et al. 2003; Schramm and Chan 2013) and valuing 

the student learning experience (Schramm and Chan 2013). Our capstone course is part of a four-year 
undergraduate degree program typical in Canada (Schramm and Chan 2013). It closely resembles the 
“directed” model, one of the four main ones used in Australia, which includes specific client 

deliverables, extensive support through the teacher, and scheduled classes (Adams et al. 2003). Our 
capstone course is a six-credit, two-semester long course with defined sponsor deliverables, faculty 

advisors (including the authors of this paper), and regular meetings for students to update the 

advisors on their progress. Our advisors provide guidance and mentorship, but do not participate in 
developing the solution as instructors do in the directed model (Adams et al. 2003). The sponsors 
come from industry, community, and non-profit organizations, and their needs are varied; students 
may be asked to build a prototype or implement marketing strategies, for example. Students are 

grouped into three- or four-member teams with diverse educational and professional backgrounds. In 

addition to a final report and presentation, teams are required to present their work to peers and 
advisors every semester. We advisors employ active learning strategies such as experiential, 

collaborative, and problem-based learning, with the aim to nurture student engagement (Barkley 
2020). Engagement can also be promoted through academic challenge, enriching educational 
experiences, and students feeling supported (Barkley 2020; Bryson 2014; Zepke and Leach 2018). It is 

often linked to success through increased participation, higher levels of course completions, 

employment post-graduation, and commitment to lifelong learning (Barkley 2020; Zepke and Leach 
2010a). As we discuss in more detail below, student engagement is also one way to facilitate their 

advancement toward soft outcomes.  
 

METHODOLOGY  

A case study approach was adopted to investigate students’ experiences with the capstone 
course within the BTech. Unlike action research that involves resolution of a specific problem (Dresch, 
Lacerda, and Miguel 2015), the goal was to capture the eight-month long capstone journey of students 
and to deduce feedback for course improvement. Both individual and group interviews were used in 

collecting feedback. Open-ended questions were asked to capture students’ course experiences and 
overall journey throughout the degree. The questions were stop, start, and continue types (Hoon, 

Oliver, and Newton 2015), investigating what worked and what did not. A researcher funded by the 

Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) grant worked with a capstone 

instructor to develop the questions, with the authors of this paper reviewing them and providing 
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input. The researcher was the sole conductor of feedback sessions in order to provide a safe 
environment for students. The authors analyzed the responses to identify the themes discussed 

below. 

The researcher emailed requests for feedback from students just finishing the capstone course 
at the end of August 2021 and April 2022 (a total of 109 students). In response, 27% of students 

participated in two one-hour video meetings. Participants could convey their answers both orally and 
through pollev.com. 

The researcher also contacted 16 alumni who finished the program within the previous 18 
months and conducted one-on-one interviews through video meetings. Capstone instructors 

suggested alumni who they hoped would provide a holistic understanding of different experiences 
with team dynamics, progress toward the course goals, and personal growth. Though instructor bias 
could not be eliminated from the selection, the intention was to increase the probability of 

participation and consider the alumni’s track record of engagement in the capstone course and their 
willingness to improve the program. Hence, this was a case of purposive sampling (Saunders and 

Lewis 2012). In total, five out of the 16 alumni volunteered for the interviews. In addition to the group 

and individual sessions, four out of a total of 26 capstone teams in April 2022 that performed the 
highest academically were also interviewed.  

 The data collection and publication of this study’s results is part of an ongoing quality 

assurance and improvement initiative and, therefore, did not require a formal ethics application 
according to Article 2.5 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement by the Interagency Advisory Panel on 

Research Ethics in Canada (TCPS 2 2022).  
       

RESULTS 
While analyzing the data, the researchers focused on student experience regarding soft 

outcomes previously noted in this capstone course. Researchers looked for stories and events relating 

to meaningful communication, teamwork, management of conflict, adaptability and resilience, 

decision making, creativity and problem solving, and the application of research. Keeping these 
themes in mind and focusing on the soft outcomes, we presented the findings from the analysis that 

relate to the following themes in this paper:  
a) learning opportunity from having real-world sponsors providing real problems to solve,  
b) growth of student-instructor relationship throughout the course, and  

c) role of team dynamics in making or breaking a team. 

For brevity, we excluded from our analysis other themes including student leadership, the value of the 
BTech degree, and the role of diversity in team dynamics. In our next sections, we discuss the primary 

themes of interest for this study.  
 
Real-world sponsors: Independence, inner growth, and contributing to community 

Unlike some capstone courses, such as the capstone course at Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (“Capstone project” n.d.b, “Capstone project” n.d.b., Sirotiak and Sharma 2019), ours has 
external projects sponsored by individuals and/or organizations. Though there is value to courses that 
use hypothetical case studies, sponsors can foster student progress toward soft outcomes. We 

structure the course so that students are the primary liaisons with the sponsors, which enables them 
to develop relationships with their sponsors and report back to their instructors, improving 

organizational and communication skills (Zepke and Leach 2010b). For instance, one student 

commented that it was a “really valuable experience” to learn “how to communicate between 
different parties, my teammates and sponsors and my advisors.” Another praised their sponsor’s 
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“openness and trust in our ability” and declared, “Although I am an introvert, I . . . hope to keep in 
touch with the sponsor.” This student was able to overcome social barriers, at least momentarily, to 

form a bond, signifying both personal and interpersonal growth. Another interviewee commented 

that they had received “good feedback” from the sponsor and had been “invited to work with them in 
the future.” This relationship could also prove valuable, since COVID-19 and economic depressions 

have made it difficult for many people to secure employment (Sharone 2021). By positioning students 
as the liaisons, we also foster independence and confidence, which feeds into engagement and 
success; students who feel confident in their own abilities are often motivated to progress even in the 
face of minor failures (Zepke and Leach 2010a; Zepke and Leach 2010b). The sponsor does not tell 

them what to do, and students must carry out research, analysis, testing, and prototyping to 
determine the issue and the best ways of addressing it. Faculty provide guidance, but we also 
emphasize that they are responsible for this work. As one student said, they are “learning by being 

thrown into the project,” which this individual found “very valuable.” Another interviewee identified 
the kinds of challenges we set as productive: “Our capstone advisors were very available and provided 

a lot of wonderful insight . . . but at the same time, they’re very just hands off . . . and that whole 

communication structure works really, really well.” The respondents experienced the kinds of 
engagement and proactiveness we want to see when we entrust students to work independently. 

Other students noted undergoing internal growth beyond developing confidence or 

independence. One team analyzed which communities would benefit most from trees being planted 
in their area. A student from this team confessed that they initially thought, “how are we ever going to 

make an impact in the community with a couple trees . . . we’re not going to accomplish anything.” 
The student’s words reflect common emotions experienced by people wanting to “solve” social 

issues, many of whom feel overwhelmed by the scale of the problems (Cunsolo et al. 2020). When the 
team began collaborating with schools, the student realized “these small organizations can make a 
difference and we can actually be involved,” which helped move them from “a raging pessimist  . . . to 

a bit more . . . enlightened.” This interviewee’s strengthened belief in local organizations and their 

journey to becoming a “bit more enlightened” will likely inform any work they do on these issues in 
the future. Other students similarly connected their individual growth to the knowledge that they had 

contributed meaningfully to the real world. For example, one declared, “The best part is about 
building self-esteem. . . we’ve done something amazing . . . we actually built something to help our 
community . . . Capstone gave me the opportunity to discover my potential.” This student took pride 

in crafting the technology their sponsor had requested.  
Even students who were less successful in their deliverables may still have met soft outcomes. 

Another interviewee worried that her sponsor may not adopt the prototype and was “so mad” about 
getting a lower grade. When we assign grades to assignments, we consider the extent to which the 

students addressed sponsors’ needs. Like other hard outcomes, grades verify that learners 

successfully achieved specific goals (Zepke and Leach 2018). For students, lower than expected grades 

can dampen motivation, heighten competitiveness, and engender fear of the shame associated with 

low grades, which has led many instructors to implement “ungrading” strategies (Blum 2017; Inoue 
2017; Kohn 2011; Schinske and Tanner 2014; Sorens 2020; Stommel 2020). This interviewee was likely 
undergoing some of the uncomfortable emotions that go along with receiving a low grade, yet also 

affirmed, “we might not have got it done in time, [it] might not have met their needs . . . but . . . this 
doesn’t change what we learned.” She also expressed hope that other students might similarly value 

“the process.” Despite frustrations over the grade, this student demonstrated maturity in focusing on 

the distance traveled, something learners and educators should value more.  
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The fact that we solicit real projects enables students to work toward soft outcomes and to 
make meaningful contributions to their communities. There are also higher stakes with real projects, 

since there is an external individual and/or organization relying on them, which is partly why capstone 

instructors replace lectures with guidance to help the team align their actions with the project goals. 
This guidance also brings another crucial aspect of learning under the microscope: the student-

instructor relationship.  
 
Student-instructor relationships: Community, trust, and collaborative learning  
SoTL suggests that students want their instructors to challenge them, but they also want 

caring environments, which can come in many forms such as clear communication and active 
listening, and instructors who create opportunities for positive interactions (Quinlan 2016). Both can 
foster a more productive student-instructor relationship, which can promote learning, engagement, 

and motivation, and help with student retention (Hagenauer and Volet 2014; Quinlan 2016; Tormey 
2021).  

In our capstone course, we set high standards for students as they complete complex tasks 

independently and in consultation with the sponsor. Some students find the transition to this self-
directed style difficult. One student stated, “it was hard, we struggled because of the lack of 
structure.” Most classrooms still rely primarily on lecturing, and some of our students may feel 

discomfort in moving away from passively absorbing information (Barkley 2020; Bok 2009).  It is also 
worth mentioning that many of the teams who initially found this transition difficult eventually rose to 

the occasion, as we discuss below. Finally, as with any major final project, students are likely to feel 
some anxiety or exhaustion; one mentioned needing to take additional time off during winter break, 

and another recalled “stress eating and losing sleep.” It is fair to say that we push our students to 
move outside of their comfort zones and to do difficult work.  

At the same time, the instructors put a lot of care into the course. Our bi-weekly meetings 

generally consist of two faculty advisors and a team of three to four students, which makes room for 

more meaningful mentorship and deeper student-instructor relationships (Alexander 2012). With this 
small number of students, it is more possible for us to practice the traits that students often associate 

with approachable instructors, such as knowing something about their background or being sensitive 
to their needs (Denzine and Pulos 2000). We can become “friendly . . . but not a friend” (Sibii 2010, 
531). Students are more likely to express their personal opinions with friendly instructors, which is 

important in meetings that determine the shape of their project (Zepke and Leach 2010a).  
The fact that we co-teach the capstone course enables us to further develop this friendly 

dynamic; as Lock et al. (2018) note, co-teaching can have meaningful impacts for both learners and 
educators. Co-teaching requires us “to work with each other . . . and to be responsive to each other 

and to the learning environment” (Lock et al. 2018, 29). Working together to create things like the 

syllabus can help develop trust and respect, which is essential when more complex issues arise. 

Finally, instructors for our capstone course come from diverse backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, 

nationality, gender, and/or expertise, allowing us to provide varied perspectives on the projects and 
to model working with diverse teammates (Laughlin, Nelson, and Donaldson 2011, 11–12). 

We can also leverage those interpersonal dynamics through humor and vulnerability. In 

biweekly meetings we co-teachers often tease each other about our idiosyncrasies or tell stories from 
our own lives, such as about our own difficulties doing research. We are going against the pedagogical 

culture that says that educators should not share any personal experiences, but Quinlan (2016) calls 

for questioning those norms and considering when “might personal disclosure help to build trust with 
a class” (109). In the capstone course, we have seen returns on this strategy. One student affirmed 
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that we were “open and easy to talk to,” and another described their faculty advisors as “friendly and 
warm-hearted.” On a more anecdotal level, capstone students often become comfortable enough to 

joke with us or call us by our first names, which can help with anxiety about speaking to authority 

figures. Opening up to students can also foster a sense of belonging, something many students search 
for at post-secondaries and that can contribute to engagement and success (Zepke and Leach 2010b). 

During and after COVID-19 isolation and loneliness increased, and that sense of belonging can be all 
the more valuable (Hagenauer and Volet 2014; Knupsky and Caballero 2020; Patterson et al. 2021; 
Quinlan 2016).  

We further build those student-instructor bonds through collaboration. As previously stated, 

much of the course time is dedicated to meetings where teams update us on their progress and solicit 
feedback, enabling students to co-create class content. This kind of collaboration is an active learning 
technique, which is connected to engagement, motivation and retention levels (Barkley 2020; Bok 

2009). Additionally, we are pushing toward soft outcomes like better organizational and social skills in 
these meetings (Dewson et al. 2000). One interviewee recalled that initially during these meetings the 

team was “super nervous and . . . intimidated. We didn’t know how to present ourselves.” As the 

course developed, the student began to take on a leadership role and worked on factors like “good 
[team] chemistry, good communication.” Leading a capstone course where we co-create the course 
material can also help with student and instructor engagement. Research has found that courses are 

more exciting when students and instructors are both making new discoveries about a topic, which 
often happens in this capstone course since teams become experts on their topic and educate us 

(Quinlan 2016). Students move from consuming to producing knowledge, and they may perceive us as 
more approachable since we become learners like them (Zepke and Leach 2018).  

These pedagogical strategies help build what one student labeled a “community.” This 
student was interviewed about her experience after graduating and described the relationship 
between the instructors and team as “open . . . You get a sense of support . . . [and] a community . . . 

you can just have mistakes and not be afraid of [it].” This was particularly important “when you’re 

coming to Canada as a new student,” the interviewee stated. International students like this one can 
face culture shock, isolation, and difficulties using English as an additional language if they are not 

native speakers (Mori 2000). This student directly linked her capstone experience to her maturation: 
“it helped me a lot. [It helped me] gai[n] confidence to join the industry immediately after I graduated 
from the program.” This description shows a student who is engaged, motivated, and ready to move 

into her career, a transition that can be hard for international students (Nunes and Arthur 2013). This 
example demonstrates how instructors challenging and caring for students can pay off.  

Student-instructor relationships also shape another vital part of the capstone project: 
teamwork, which can make or break a group. However, teamwork's challenges can also foster 

productive growth. 

 

Team dynamics: The value of the “difficult” team member 

Previous research has demonstrated the value of group work, which can promote a sense of 
belonging similar to that of the student-instructor relationship (Zepke and Leach 2010a). One 
interviewee described their team as “really supportive and understanding,” including when they had 

scheduling conflicts. Another commented that they “met some great people . . . so I’m sure looking 
back years from now I will reminisce about those times.” This feedback suggests that students 

developed true bonds, and such feelings of community and trust often enable student engagement 

(Zepke and Leach 2010b).  
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Yet we also had the most mixed responses from interviewees about their teams. Though we 
had students who expressed nothing but appreciation for their “cooperative” and “organized” 

teammates, we had others who had good and bad things to say about theirs, such as a student who 

said their “group dynamic was okay, but [a couple of] team members were not self-starters.” Still, 
other respondents primarily expressed frustration or disappointment. One student said, “I had to drag 

our team through some of the activities,” while others complained about “procrastination,” “lack of 
participation,” or missed deadlines. This negative feedback on teammates can be worrying, but it is 
important to remember that students often bring outside struggles into the classroom. Many of the 
stressors in students’ lives come from factors like finances, caring for dependents, and the demands 

of their work (Zepke and Leach 2010a). While systemic improvements can be made, such as 
implementing food banks or daycares (Cox and Strange 2010; Zepke and Leach 2018), students will 
continue to experience stressors in their personal lives that they bring into group projects, and the 

root causes might not be visible to their teammates. As Knupsky and Caballero (2020) argue, people 
constantly guess at others’ thoughts and feelings, but the conclusions we make are often inaccurate 

(109). An interviewee who complained about “how little my original teammates cared about the 

project, about school altogether, and about their teammates” might have recognized a real flaw or 
might have misinterpreted an individual’s motivations. One opportunity for improvement could be 
collaborating with instructors of another course in our program entitled Mindfulness at Work, which 

teaches active listening, empathy, and emotional regulation, and drawing some of their lessons into 
the capstone course (NAIT). One interviewee who took Mindfulness at Work declared, “that has made 

a great impact on my life,” which suggests that the acquired “excellent skill[s]” may benefit our other 
students as well.  

While some of our interviewees were upset with teammates that they perceived as difficult, 
others saw that experience as valuable. One student commented, “that’s the way it is at work. 
Learning how to deal with that is probably a good thing.” Another was similarly in favor of students 

navigating their own team dynamic issues: “In the real world, that’s exactly what they do. They go to  . . 

. their director . . . But in the long run, they have to figure it out.” Many people will indeed have to 
collaborate with individuals who they find frustrating or stressful (a real skill). The challenge for 

instructors is to determine when interpersonal friction is an opportunity for individuals to develop 
those interpersonal soft outcomes and when it is indicative of deeper problems within a team. We 
instructors work to create productive teams by getting students to analyze the roles they take on in 

groups, create a team charter, and regularly submit peer evaluations. When recurring issues do 
appear, we encourage direct communication between the relevant parties, strategize on ways to 
improve team dynamics, and, as a last resort, might split the team. These processes enable us to 
monitor potential problems while also promoting growth.  

We can see many students developing interpersonal, analytical, and organizational skills 

through teamwork even as they criticized group members (Dewson et al. 2000). One student affirmed 

that they “learned how to deal with [a] team and solve conflict,” and another one said more 

expansively that “the team seems to feel too attached to their work [so they] constantly ran into the 
same critique from the instructor . . . It took a lot of effort to convince them that a change is needed.” 
Individuals who see constructive criticism as an attack are part of a wider discussion about getting 

students to use feedback (Schinske and Tanner 2014). This interviewee must have adopted problem-
solving and interpersonal strategies to persuade her teammates and to foster their growth when they 

were clearly not motivated by faculty advisors, affirming that peer relationships can be key to student 

engagement (Hagenauer and Volet 2014; Zepke and Leach 2010a).  
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Whereas the above student primarily described her teammates’ maturation, other 
interviewees linked their team dynamics to their own internal development. For instance, one student 

confessed to being timid prior to the capstone course, but becoming a leader within it, and said their 

“project didn’t get going at all” and they had to have a lot of “forbearance” with teammates and start 
some “uncomfortable” conversations. The student reflected that this was made more difficult by the 

fact that everyone came from “different cultures,” but these conversations bore fruit; according to the 
student, “then it clicked” and “[I started to] love these guys. Because we had that almost mystical 
moment. After that . . . we were all like one unit.” Though the student did not expand on this “mystical 
moment,” the story highlights the effectiveness of strategies like patience, taking on new roles, and 

caring across cultural differences. For some scholars, the latter outcome is a key reason to promote 
group learning in the hopes that it mitigates bias (Bok 2009; Laughlin et al. 2011; Zepke and Leach 
2010b). This student traveled interpersonal distances and “accomplished something on an inner level 

with the capstone project.”  
Even with the teams we ultimately split due to internal issues, there can still be important 

lessons learned. With one team of three students, the faculty advisors and sponsor noted that they 

were struggling with communication and achieving project goals. The advisor and sponsor went 
through the steps we usually take to support teams like this, which we discussed above, but two 
members continued to perform poorly, so they decided to put them in a group on their own. We 

hoped that this would motivate the group of two to step up and would free up the more productive 
student. All of them struggled even after the split, but the solo student rose to the challenge and 

became more invested in the project. Later, the solo student affirmed that she initially had not wanted 
“do it by [herself]” but that after we split the teams, “I have no choice. I realized that I had the ability. 

It really boosts my confidence.” She went on to say that confidence has been helpful in her work life as 
well. In the capstone course, her assignments and deliverables remained weaker than other teams’, 
but she proved capable of carrying out a long-term project by herself and ranked her capstone 

experience as excellent. If we were only eyeing hard outcomes, we could see this as a group who failed 

to reach their goals. By traditional standards, we might dismiss this group as dysfunctional, especially 
since the sponsor confessed that she was often frustrated with the team’s performance, which is a 

legitimate concern for us since we often want to retain sponsors for future semesters. Yet those 
factors do not negate this individual student’s personal growth or the distance that she traveled 
within this course.  

 
CONCLUSION 

The intent of this paper was to investigate student growth on a personal and academic level, 

which challenges a larger context that takes an increasingly neoliberal approach to post-secondary 
education. We have drawn on SoTL to analyze student feedback on our capstone course gathered 
over two years. By identifying and examining major emerging themes, we have demonstrated the 

value of soft outcomes to students and instructors who, we have argued, should recognize and 

celebrate growth regardless of hard outcomes like grades (Dewson et al. 2000; Zepke 2018; Zepke and 
Leach 2010b; Zepke and Leach 2018). In our sections on student struggles with the course, their 
teammates, and their own limitations, we established that negative emotional experiences can be just 

as productive as their positive ones (Alexander 2012; Barkley 2020; Knupsky and Caballero 2020; 
Mason 2021; Quinlan 2016). By exploring students’ relationship with instructors, teammates, and 

sponsors, we have aligned with research that concludes that emotions are processed socially and not 

just individually (Chin 2012; Quinlan 2016; Knupsky and Caballero 2020). Finally, our findings 
confirmed the legitimacy and necessity of researchers investigating soft outcomes and student 
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experiences, especially in a time that increasingly sees post-secondary education as primarily 
valuable for its ability to ready students for the workplace (Akinleke 2012; Coker et al. 2019; Ojonugwa 

et al. 2015; Omar, Jain, and Noordin 2013; Quinlan 2016; Zepke and Leach 2018). 

As this paper demonstrates, studying feedback from students on the capstone course has 
proven valuable for us as educators and researchers. The outgoing capstone students provided 

insight on this important course and on one of our key stakeholders: students. Though our institution 
mandates formal evaluations, capstone students rarely provide responses beyond the numerical 
ratings, and the standardized questions do not delve into topics like personal growth. Studies such as 
this allow us to gain a more complex understanding of the student experience and to share our 

findings with fellow instructors. The themes discussed in our results provide useful directions on areas 
to maintain and improve. We should keep striving for real-world projects with problems to solve that 
are aligned with students’ skill sets. Through facilitating a safe and engaging environment for student-

instructor encounters, student growth and confidence can be nurtured more effectively. The inherent 
challenges of group work are not going away anytime soon. Hence, we will continue to hone students’ 

interpersonal skills by positioning them in groups. Experiences from the capstone team dynamics may 

serves as a useful baseline that students can build upon in their next venture. 
In addition to continuing things that are proving useful, changes we plan to implement based 

on our research and findings are: 

I) Encouraging capstone students to share with their peers the wisdom gained from their 
personal, social, and emotional journeys.  

II) Implementing reflection exercises for students, which can promote metacognitive thinking 
and give instructors better insight. Students can hopefully use reflections as a self-assessment 

tool to gauge their own progress toward soft outcomes.  
III) Retaining lists of students whose capstone journey showed significant development toward 

soft outcomes, so they can mentor future students and share experiences with faculty.  

IV) Inviting teams that demonstrated significant progress toward soft outcomes to present at the 

Capstone Symposium, an event that currently celebrates only the highest-scoring teams. Such 
changes can assure incoming students that letter grades and a pat on the back from the 

sponsor are not the only rewards in this course. 
 
The importance of this paper is in making space for non-linear progress, identifying the ways 

our capstone course has fostered students’ maturation and emphasizing the value of emotional 
struggles and growth in pedagogy. Our hope is to further explore student experience and soft 
outcomes and to prepare students with tools and attitudes required to succeed as future leaders. To 
take this to the next level, the authors of this paper are embarking on a new project intended to track 

and analyze the implementation of the recommendations from this paper. In addition, we intend to 

investigate in future student feedback several interesting themes that emerged from this work, but 

that we could not pursue in this paper for brevity. 
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