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Executive Summary

In the fall of 2021, students in the Sociology/Anthropology 371 students conducted research on student work-study employment. We sent an anonymous online survey to 2,249 student employees at St. Olaf College and received 557 responses (24.8%). 

Prior studies have found that college student campus employment entails pre-professional training, skill development, and the topic of our team’s research, student relationships with supervisors. Our research focuses on five main questions: 

1. What groups and demographics (among race/ethnicity, class year, gender, first-generation status, international/domestic status, level of parent education, and GROW program participation) influence students’ comfort with a supervisor?
2. How can supervisors help student workers develop transferable skills? 
3. How effectively are students’ work supervisors performing at St. Olaf College?
4. Does supervisor performance vary across job categories?
5. How can the college help supervisors enhance their performance?
 
The most important results of our research are: 
1. Most students expressed overall comfort with their supervisor (on a 0-24 index that considered the comfort level of activities like asking for constructive feedback, seeking help to resolve issues, or interacting outside of work), but 8.4% expressed severe discomfort (index score of 6 or less).
2. Student comfort with supervisors did not tend to vary across gender, race, and ethnicity, international/domestic status, and parent's level of education. 
3. According to student evaluations of supervisor effectiveness, supervisors in food services performed notably worse than those in other sectors.   
4. Results from our index of supervisor support for students’ futures varied enormously, with large groupings of respondents expressing strong support from their supervisor and very little support from their supervisor. 
5. Students whose supervisors utilized GROW techniques expressed greater comfort with their supervisors and higher evaluations of their supervisors’ performance and support for students’ post-St. Olaf futures.

Based on our research, we offer three main recommendations: 
1. Institute GROW or a similar program across work-study jobs. Doing so can improve student relationships with their supervisors by increasing student/supervisor comfort, and it can enhance students’ future prospects by emphasizing transferable skills.
2. Enable and empower ongoing feedback from student workers regarding supervisor performance in order to make supervisors more aware of students’ experiences in their jobs and job relationships.
3. Improve student/supervisor relationships by providing training, encouragement, and perhaps incentives for supervisors across job types, especially for food services supervisors.

Review of Literature

In the scope of research conducted on college student employment, little is known about the quantifiable outcomes of supervisor-student relationships. Scholarly literature on the topic focuses primarily on the transferrable skills students gain from their work-study experiences, but much is unknown about the impact of employment and supervisor-student relationships on students’ academic success, personal fulfillment, and how the transferable skills gained translate to future career successes. Scholars have focused their research on the relationships between supervisor-student interactions and academic success (Pickford 2018; Hulman et al. 2019),explored how supervisor interactions impact students’ personal fulfillment (Erhardt 2019), how student employment can improve future career outcomes (Pickford 2018), and (how supervisors help students develop transferable skills (Hultman et al. 2019). 

Supervisor relationships and their impact on academic success 
Research has demonstrated that academic persistence, or the ability of students to persevere despite challenges, meaningfully increases when students participate in employment on campus. Reportedly, graduation rates for those who partake in student employment have also increased (Hultman 2019: 55). Supervisors play a critical role in helping students succeed in their jobs, and they can also have a positive impact on helping students succeed academically. Supervisors also have the potential to have a more direct role in academic success when intentionally curating work goals to match academic goals, as the “work college” model demonstrates. 

Dedicated students and supervisors work together under the “work college” model which provides educationally relevant work experience as part of the academic curriculum to help students balance a rigorous academic workload and student employment. At work college schools, supervisors not only act as leaders in the workplace, but they also work with professors to improve students’ academic skills. For example, if a supervisor notices that a student needs to improve their academic writing skills, the supervisor will then ask the professor to help students practice academic writing in the classroom. The seamless transition from skills learned in the workplace to those learned in classes help students obtain a more rounded education (Pickford 2018: 5). Even outside of the work college model, supervisors hold influence over students’ college experiences, and by extension their success. However, the work college model demonstrates how a more intentional interweaving of career and academic goals can be impacted by a solid supervisor-to-student relationship. 

Supervisor relationships and their impact on student fulfillment 
Previous studies have indicated that supervisor relationships that fulfilling students’ expectations and needs correlate to a general sense of self-fulfillment. Self-efficacy, a good measure of students' fulfillment, is defined by Erhardt (2019) as a person’s belief that they are is capable of performing daily duties and overcoming obstacles presented. In other words, it is a measure of the students' sense of capability and confidence in daily work as an employee (Erhardt 2019: 477). Erhardt’s study did not find a strong relationship between positive supervisor-student relationships and job self-efficacy, but it indicated that further research should be done on how different aspects of a supervisor relationship affects personal fulfillment. 

Supervisor relationships and their impact on students’ future career outcomes
In the work college model, where students have more intentional communication with supervisors, students are more engaged and involved in their communities than those attending traditional liberal arts colleges. Their work and school balance better prepares them for the workforce by providing them with “soft” skills such as leadership, communication, and problem-solving, among other skill sets (Pickford 2018: 6). Transferable skills (which are considered in the next section) can be developed through student employment and have a positive impact on future career outcomes. Additionally,  supervisors who emphasize reflection on transferable skills aid in students’ future outcomes. 

Supervisor relationships and their impact on the development of transferable skills 
According to a study by Justin Hultman et al. (2019), student-supervisor interactions have a greater impact on teamwork as a learned job competency than on other transferable skills such as problem-solving and communication. Erhardt and Sharif (2019) study indicated that there was a weak but present relationship between a positive supervisor relationship and career outcome expectations. The career outcome expectation of a student refers to the student’s perception of transferable skills. Erhardt and Sharif suggested further study to look at the importance of the positive or close supervisor-student relationship in moments of transition. A good way to measure this may include the students' comfort in looking for support from their current supervisor regarding career transitions. For example, the importance of student-supervisor relationships may increase when students ask for recommendation letters or reflecting on the skills they have developed (Erhardt and Sharif 2019: 486).

Additionally, self-reflection has been found to have a strong relationship with skill development. Studies of the Iowa Guided Reflection On Work (GROW) and Student Employment Experience (SEE) programs have shown that reflection on skills leads to positive outcomes as well as more effective development of skills (Halper et al. 2020). This reflection often comes in the form of guided conversations between supervisors and students and allows for students to talk through potential applications of skills they use in their work-study jobs. However, this has not yet been explored in much depth at St. Olaf with the 2019 implementation of a pilot program patterned after the Iowa GROW program. Research by Halper et al. (2020) found that reflection via these programs contributed to the development of transferable skills, and  its impact at St. Olaf is worth exploring.

Our research
Programs like the work college model, the GROW program, and the SEE program provide examples of how a supervisor-student relationship based on intentional communication may be facilitated and fostered. Our research project investigates relationships and communication between students and supervisors in the St. Olaf work-study program and how it can be improved so that St. Olaf students gain more in terms of skill development and academic success. Our results provide insights into the current (2021) levels of fulfillment, communication, and academic support between students and their work-study supervisors. 


Research Methods

Our research on student-supervisor relationships was a part of a larger study on student employment at St. Olaf College, a small midwest liberal arts school with a population of 2,956 students (2021). We sent a survey to all students currently employed on campus, and 557 people responded with a response rate of 24.8%. Our team’s research focused primarily on the relationships between students and supervisors within work-study jobs. Specifically, we wanted to measure the impact that work supervisors have on students’ academic success, future career aspirations, and personal fulfillment. We assessed students’ comfort with asking their supervisors for academic, personal, and future-oriented support, as well as surveying students’ expectations for how their supervisors help them. 

Variables 
In examining the relationships between student workers and supervisors we prioritized discovering areas in which students felt supported by their supervisors and areas in which they desired more support from their supervisors. One of our key dependent variables focused on students’ satisfaction with their work supervisors. To measure this, our section of the survey included two matrices with six identical categories; one matrix asked about how comfortable the student felt with their current supervisor, for example, asking for constructive feedback or for help solving an issue with a coworker, and the other matrix asked about how important it was to the student to feel comfortable doing that same action in an ideal situation. Asking about both of these enabled us to get a sense of how satisfied St. Olaf student workers are with their supervisor and which ways the supervisors may currently not be meeting the student’s expectations. 

Our independent variables included demographic characteristics including race and ethnicity, grade, GPA, gender, international or domestic student status, and first-generation or continuing generation student status. We also asked about participation in a GROW or similar program and about the position held by students' primary supervisor. 

Additionally, we asked about the support supervisors provided for students’ academic pursuits and future-oriented goals by asking students for their level of agreement with statements such as “My supervisor has helped me think about my future.” Response options were provided on a five-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” We measured students’ views of supervisors’ performance in a similar way. We provided a series of statements such as “My supervisor would be understanding if I had to miss a shift from an important academic deadline” and “My supervisor provides feedback which is supportive rather than critical” and asked students to respond on a five-point Likert scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” We asked these questions to glean how supervisors were interacting with students and aiding in skill development. 

in order to achieve content validity in our study, we attempted to account for a multitude of ways that relationships with supervisors may be conducted in the real world. Content validity is defined as accurately matching the social world to our measurement construct by ensuring that the full content of a definition is measured (Neuman 2012: 123). For example, we asked about whether the supervisors’ status in terms of whether they were student workers’ peers or professionals,  and about the students' expectations of their supervisors. We also ensured that our response categories were comprehensive in scope. To gather additional insights, we also included an open-response question for students who answered “slightly uncomfortable” or “not at all uncomfortable” in relation to their supervisors to elaborate on why they answered this way and to allow for additional dimensions that we did not predict influencing supervisor relationships. 

To achieve face validity, or the scientific community's perception that the construct we are measuring matches the realities of the social world, we consulted with our professor about survey strategies, viewed previous scales used in supervisor-focused studies, and borrowed language from studies about student employment and beneficial supervisor relationships (Neuman 2012: 121-123). 

To achieve reliability, we ensured that our survey questions were clear and concise by going through multiple peer-reviewed drafts. According to Neuman, reliability is built on the dependability and consistency of measures that are created through precise measurements, clearly conceptualized constructs, and conducting pilot tests (Neuman 2012: 121). Finally, we conducted a pilot test of our survey with other research teams in the broader study to ensure that the questions and response options made sense to fellow students. 

Sampling
Our survey targeted the group of currently employed students at St. Olaf College in the Fall of 2021. This subset of the school’s total student population includes 2,249 students who are currently employed by the college (2021). Among that group, 557 students completed our survey – which is the appropriate amount of responses in order to generalize to a population of 2,249 – considering that this is nearly 25 percent of the population of student workers. To get to this response rate, we reached out via email to all of the employed students based on a list provided by the Human Resources Department. We also offered an incentive for survey completion: 20 gift cards were given to students selected at random who completed the survey and entered a drawing. Although we used a variety of techniques for survey diffusion that allowed students who are not currently employed to hear about it, the college’s “Form Creator” technology allowed us to create a survey that only permitted students who were part of the target group to complete the survey.

Our sample is largely reflective of the student body, with some notable exceptions. For race and ethnicity, our survey was a fairly accurate representation of the target population with 72.1% of respondents who answered our race and ethnicity question identifying themselves as White (67.1% in the student body), 11.0%  as Asian (6.3% in the student body), 8.2% as Latinx (7.5% in the student body), 5.8% as Multiracial (4.3% in the student body), and 3.3% as Black (3.3% in the student body). Our sample is also relatively close to the student body demographics in terms of BIPOC and White students. Among respondents answering the question, 72.1% were White and 27.9% were BIPOC. In the larger student body, 32.9% of students are BIPOC and 67.1% are White (2021). Our results may be slightly skewed due to the fact that 8.9% (47) of our respondents declined to answer the question about race and ethnicity. The survey’s sample of international and domestic students is also close to the statistics for the student body. International students account for 11.4% of the sample and 10.2% of the student body. We found that class year is generally represented accurately in the survey, although juniors are slightly overrepresented and freshmen underrepresented. Also, women accounted for a larger proportion of the survey respondents than men, as has been the pattern in the past. 

Ethics
In order to protect respondents’ privacy, we sent our survey through an anonymous form that only our intended respondents could access. Our invitation to the survey provided information such as the topic of the survey and the expected amount of time the survey would take and assured students that their responses would be anonymous. It also stated that respondents were free to skip any question or end the survey at any time. Students were informed that by logging into the survey, they were consenting to participate in the study. We did not ask for any personally identifying information, so we have no way of matching students with their answers, which ensures anonymity. Although we did ask for demographic information, this is solely to identify inequities and gaps in students’ experiences based on different demographic factors. We understand that the answers students provided may not be completely truthful. We sought to minimize this risk by ensuring anonymity, but we understand that the power dynamics involved in supervisor-student relationships may have made it difficult for some students to answer honestly. 




Results and Discussion

Univariate Analysis

Supervisor Status
The results in Table1 below show that a slim majority of students (57.6%) have a supervisor for whom supervision is only part of their job. Those students may feel less comfortable asking their supervisors for support in work, academics, and future endeavors since the supervisor has many other responsibilities. A large majority of students (85.2%) report to a professional supervisor rather than a St. Olaf student, suggesting that power dynamics between supervisors and students may influence students’ comfort levels with their supervisor in the workplace. 

 		Table 1: Supervisor Status
	Item
	Percent

	St. Olaf Student
	14.8%

	St. Olaf Graduate
	11.6%

	A professional whose primary job is to supervise you and your co-workers
	38.3%

	A professional for whom supervising is only part of their job
	57.6%



Comfort with Supervisor: Importance and Current Comfort 
Table 2 below demonstrates students’ comfort levels with their supervisor. Results are based on a series of questions about the importance of feeling comfortable in certain situations with their supervisor. 

Table 2:  Importance of Comfort with Supervisor
	Item
	Extremely important
	Very important 
	Somewhat important
	Slightly important
	Not at all important

	Asking for constructive feedback
	35.8%
	34.8%
	20.3%
	  6.8%
	  2.3%

	Seeking help to resolve an issue with a coworker
	32.9%
	34.9%
	19.4%
	  7.4%
	  5.4%

	Seeking help to resolve some other issue at work
	43.7%
	36.2%
	15.7%
	  3.7%
	  0.8%

	Seeking help with a personal issue
	14.1%
	15.3%
	20.2%
	27.5%
	22.9%

	Asking for a letter of recommendation
	30.7%
	29.8%
	22.4%
	10.1%
	  7.0%

	Interacting socially outside of work
	  9.9%
	13.0%
	24.0%
	21.5%
	31.6%



A strong majority of respondents (70.6%) indicated that it was extremely or very important to be comfortable asking for constructive feedback on their job performance. Only 22.9% of respondents responded that it was extremely or very important to interact with their supervisor outside of work (9.9% +13%).  

To examine students’ overall preferences regarding comfort with their supervisors, we created an index of ideal supervisor relationships by adding together respondents’ scores on the 6 items in Table 2, as shown in Figure 1.



Figure 1: Index of Importance of Comfort with Supervisor
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The histogram is not normally distributed and is skewed to the left. The mean score is 14.8, and the standard deviation is 5.139. The data were spread out, and we found that students had mixed levels of importance of comfort with supervisors. Results showed that 50 respondents (about 9%) indicated that it was very important or somewhat important to feel comfortable doing the aforementioned things with their supervisors. We also found it notable that there was a small group of people with very low expectations of their supervisors, shown on the left of the histogram above. 

We measured students’ comfort with supervisors in their current “focus” job regarding a variety of items, as shown in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Current Supervisor Comfort
	Item
	Extremely comfortable
	Very comfortable 
	Somewhat comfortable
	Slightly comfortable
	Not at all comfortable

	Asking for Constructive Feedback
	32.4%
	33.1%
	24.4%
	  7.6%
	  2.5%

	Seeking help to resolve an issue with a coworker
	28.7%
	32.0%
	27.2%
	  8.9%
	  3.1%

	Seeking help to resolve some other issue at work
	38.9%
	38.3%
	16.6%
	  4.8%
	  1.4%

	Seeking help with a personal issue
	17.9%
	13.6%
	26.1%
	20.2%
	22.2%

	Asking for a letter of recommendation
	29.6%
	25.7%
	22.6%
	12.4%
	  9.7%

	Interacting socially outside of work
	19.6%
	22.7%
	25.0%
	16.7%
	15.9%



Majorities of respondents reported that they feel extremely or very comfortable asking their supervisor for constructive feedback (65.5%, or 32.4% + 33.1%), seeking help to resolve an issue with a coworker (60.7%), seeking help with some other issue at work (77.2%), and asking for a letter of recommendation (65.3%). A moderate percentage of students (42.3%) indicated that they feel extremely or very comfortable interacting with their supervisor outside of work, as compared to 22.9% of students indicating that they felt it was important to do so. Only 31.% (17.9% + 13.6%) of respondents indicated that they were extremely or very comfortable with asking their supervisors for help with a personal issue, as compared with 60.7% (28.7% +32%) of students feeling comfortable asking for help with an issue with a coworker. 

We also created an index of current comfort with supervisors by adding up the six items in the matrix. Figure 2 shows the histogram of the index of scores. The histogram is not normally distributed and is skewed left. The mean is 15.2 and the standard deviation is 5.88. 

Figure 2: Index of Current Supervisor Comfort Histogram
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Notable patterns in the data include that 67 (13.2%) of respondents reported being were extremely comfortable with asking their supervisor for support on all of the items in Table 3,and 8.4% reported six or lower on the index, which means their comfort level with their supervisor was extremely low.

Qualitative Responses
To futher examine students preferences and experiences regarding supervisor support, we asked an open-ended question:  “If you answered ‘slightly comfortable’ or ‘Not at all comfortable’ to any item(s) above, what are the reasons for your answer?”

Respondents expressed hesitation primarily with two of the statements about comfort with their supervisor: seeking help with a personal issue and interacting socially outside of work. Similar themes emerged when respondents were asked to describe their reasons for discomfort with their supervisors. Many respondents thought that supervisors and students should maintain a professional relationship and that talking to supervisors about personal issues or interacting with them outside of work was inappropriate and beyond the boundaries of what should happen in the workplace. For example:

I prefer to keep a strong work-life divide. My insecurities and doubts are weaknesses which I prefer to keep to myself unless necessary. 

I prefer to keep my work separate from my personal life-so while I’m comfortable around my supervisor, I don’t plan to spend time with her outside of the office.

Other respondents expressed that the large age gap between supervisor and student also prevented them from interacting socially or asking for help with personal issues. As three wrote:

I do not feel like it is appropriate to meet with your supervisor outside of work because of age differences and personal interests.

For the interacting socially [outside of work question], my supervisor/ manager is not in the same age group.

…There's also a pretty big age gap between me and them, so I feel more comfortable telling my coworkers things than my supervisors

Additional respondents discussed how power dynamics prevented more casual interactions between them and their supervisors, while others commented that supervisors are increasingly busy with supervising other students or doing other tasks. As several students commented:

My supervisor has inconsistent moods. Their expectations of me are dependent on what mood they’re in. It’s hard to feel comfortable around a person like this. 

I don’t believe that work should be a place where you ask for help with personal issues.

I have never met my supervisor, so my only contact has been through email. 

We have sort of a stiff relationship which is based solely on work. We met when she was a TA for a class last year, so the power dynamic has been present at all times.

​​My supervisor is a supervisor for so many students that I haven't gotten a chance to know her, and as such I likely wouldn't turn to her with a personal issue.

Also, some respondents addressed discomfort with their supervisors with reference to specific on campus jobs. For example:

Bon App workers do not care about relationships with student workers during or outside of work. 

​​There are over 100 SOAR leaders with me and my supervisors do more for the school than just SOAR so I feel like I can’t go to my supervisors for really anything because I don’t want to burden them.

This qualitative data is useful for our results because it identifies specific supervisor shortcomings and helps us corroborate and expand upon the quantitative results discussed previously.


Students’ Expectations of their Supervisors
To analyze the expectations students have for supervisor help, we created a matrix of eight different statements and asked students to indicate their level of agreement with each one, as shown in Table 4.



Table 4: Matrix of Supervisor Expectations/Help
	Item
	Strongly Agree
	Somewhat Agree
	Neutral
	Somewhat disagree
	Strongly disagree

	My supervisor has reasonable expectations for my job performance
	74.3%
	19.8%
	  3.3%
	  2.3%
	0.2%

	My supervisor sees me as a student first and an employee second
	59.9%
	25.3%
	10.9%
	  2.5%
	1.4%

	My supervisor has asked about my academic interests or progress
	49.3%
	20.5%
	14.4%
	  7.0%
	8.8%

	My supervisor has encouraged me to reflect on the skills I’ve developed at work
	35.3%
	20.1%
	23.6%
	13.3%
	7.8%

	My supervisor provides feedback on my skill development
	31.3%
	26.6%
	22.1%
	12.5%
	7.6%

	My supervisor provides feedback on my job performance
	38.5%
	28.7%
	18.0%
	10.5%
	4.3%

	My supervisor gives me feedback in a way that feels supportive rather than critical
	51.9%
	25.0%
	18.7%
	  2.5%
	1.9%

	My supervisor would be understanding if I needed to drop a shift because of an important deadline for a class.
	60.7%
	21.7%
	10.2%
	  5.5%
	2.0%



Nearly 75% (or three-fourths) of students surveyed agree that their supervisor has reasonable expectations for their job performance. A majority of respondents (59.9%) also strongly agreed that their supervisors see them as a student first and an employee second, which suggests that most supervisors respect students’ work-life balance. A majority (60.7%) of also strongly agreed that their supervisor would be understanding if they needed to drop a shift in order to complete homework, which also suggests that most supervisors respect students' commitment to academics first. However, sizable minorities of respondents disagreed (somewhat or strongly) that their supervisor has asked about their academic interests or progress (15.8%), has encouraged them to reflect on the skills they have developed at work (21.1%), provide feedback on their skill development (21.1%), and provide feedback on their job performance (14.8%).

We also created an index of the eight items from the matrix of supervisor expectations, with the distribution of scores shown in Figure 3 below. The mean of the data is 24.66 and the standard deviation is 6.47. The distribution is left skewed. 

Figure 3: Index of Supervisor Expectations/Help Histogram and Statistics
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The histogram shows that most respondents are in the middle range, although 98  (19.2%)   had a score of 32, indicating that they answered strongly agree to every one of the matrix statements about their supervisor’s help them with skill development and job performance. On the other hand, it is useful to note that 20 (4%) respondents had very low scores, indicating they strongly disagreed that their supervisor helped them gain skills and perform their job better.

Supervisor Support for Student-Workers’ Future

Table 5 shows students’ responses regarding to their supervisor’s impact on their future career development.

Table 5: Supervisor Help Regarding Future
	Item
	Strongly agree
	Somewhat agree
	Neutral
	Somewhat disagree
	Strongly disagree

	My supervisor has asked me about (or shown interest in) my post-graduation plans. 
	32.7%
	22.4%
	20.2%
	12.6%
	12.1%

	My supervisor has helped me think about my future.
	24.9%
	19.8%
	24.5%
	15.6%
	15.2%

	My supervisor has helped me think about how the skills I’m learning at my “focus job” apply to my post-college work life.
	26.5%
	21.5%
	24.4%
	15.4%
	12.3%

	My supervisor has helped me develop and/or practice skills for my future career and graduate studies.
	27.0%
	25.6%
	24.1%
	12.9%
	10.4%



The data on supervisors helping students with future career endeavors is very spread out across the neutral and agree responses, with the strongly agree, somewhat agree, and neutral all yielding roughly the same percentages on each response. This indicates that students tend to have  mixed neutral or positive feelings on whether their supervisors are helping to prepare them for their future goals. Only 44.7% (24.9 + 19.8) of respondents agreed that their supervisor has helped them think about their future, indicating that there is an opportunity for supervisors to talk with their student workers about their future plans. Importantly, large minorities of respondents disagreed that their supervisor has helped them prepare for their future in the ways we identified: 24.7% disagreed that their supervisor has shown interest in their post-graduation plans, 30.8% disagreed that their supervisor has helped them think about their future, 27.7% disagreed that their supervisor has helped them think about the skills they are gaining on the job apply to their future careers, and 23.3% disagreed that their supervisor has helped them develop or practice skills for their future career and graduate studies.

We created an index of four items from the supervisor support for student’s future matrix. The distribution of scores is shown in Figure 4, below.

[image: ]
Figure 4: Index of Supervisor Support for Student’s Future

As Figure 4 shows,  the histogram is slightly left-skewed, with high points at 0, 8, and 16. Approximately 7.5% of respondents strongly disagreed that their supervisor helped them think about their future plans at all (scores of 0) and 17.1% strongly agreed that their supervisor helped them think about their future in all four of the ways listed in Table 5 (scores of 16). This finding supports prior research on the subject which suggests that supervisors who emphasize reflection on transferable skills help students consider their future endeavors (Pickford 2018). 

Student Satisfaction with Supervisor
We also compared students’ responses to the questions about the importance of comfort with their supervisor with their actual comfort with their current supervisor. We calculated this in a way that provide a range from “extremely exceeded” (in which the actual comfort far exceed the student’s preference, which we treated as their expectation) to “extremely suboptimal” (in which the actual comfort was far below the student’s preference). Results are shown in Table 6 below.

Table 6: Student Satisfaction with their Supervisor: Exceeded or Fell Short of Ideal
	Item
	Extremely exceeded
	Very exceeded
	Somewhat exceeded
	Slightly exceeded
	Ideal met in current
	Slightly suboptimal
	Somewhat suboptimal
	Very suboptimal
	Extremely suboptimal

	When asking for constructive feedback
	0.2%
	0.6%
	3.3%
	17.1%
	50.6%
	22.0%
	4.5%
	1.6%
	0.2%

	When seeking help to resolve an issue with a coworker
	1.0%
	2.3%
	4.3%
	14.5%
	46.7%
	21.7%
	7.8%
	1.4%
	0.4%

	When resolving some issue at work
	0.2%
	1.4%
	4.9%
	20.0%
	53.8%
	15.7%
	3.5%
	0.6%
	0%

	When seeking help with a personal issue
	1.6%
	1.4%
	3.7%
	14.5%
	47.2%
	21.1%
	7.6%
	2.3%
	0.6%

	When asking for a letter of recommendation
	1.0%
	1.6%
	9.9%
	17.5%
	46.2%
	17.2%
	5.1%
	1.4%
	0.2%

	When interacting socially outside of work
	0.8%
	0.2%
	1.2%
	7.4%
	41.2%
	27.5%
	15.0%
	5.3%
	1.4%



As Table 6 shows, a majority or plurality of St. Olaf student workers reported that their expectations of an ideal supervisor were met by their current supervisor, as indicated in the middle column labeledf ‘Ideal met in current.’ Large majorities fall in the middle three columns (ideal met or slightly exceeded or slightly suboptimal), indicating that most respondents experience their supervisor as meeting their ideal or coming close. Notably, nearly one in 10 respondents (9.3%) scored somewhat to extremely suboptimal on the item about seeking help to resolve an issue with a coworker.

We created an index of the items in Table 6, with the distribution of scores shown in Figure 5, below.



Figure 5: Index of Satisfaction with Supervisor
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In the distribution of the Index of Satisfaction with Supervisor the data is skewed right indicating that when expectations were not squarely met, students more often reported suboptimal supervisors as shown in Figure 5. A good number of students (20.8%) indicated that their expectations of an ideal supervisor overall (on average) were met by their current supervisor, but many students’ supervisor scores are below 0 (the “break even” point), suggested unmet expectations.


Bivariate Analysis

Index of Ideal Supervisor Relationship x Demographics  

We conducted a series of Mann-Whitney U tests to study the relationship between a variety of demographics and students’ perceptions of the ideal supervisor relationship (based on ourindex of six questions), as shown in Table 7 below.

Table 7: Ideal supervisor x demographics
	Demographic and group
	Group 1
Mean Score
	Group 2
Mean Score
	Mann-Whitney U Score
	p-value

	Gender Binarized:
1=female; 2=male
	14.78
	14.59
	18382
	.585

	Generation: 
1=first gen; 2=continuing gen
	14.56
	15.76
	17182.5
	.059

	Race and Ethnicity: 
1=BIPOC; 2=white
	16.07
	14.33
	17788
	.002

	International / domestic:
1=international; 2=domestic 
	16.14
	14.62
	10886
	.035

	GROW; 1=yes, 2=no
	17.51
	14.42
	8597
	<.001




As Table 6 shows, we found a significant relationship between “ideal supervisor” and race and ethnicity (binarized into BIPOC respondents and white respondents), international and domestic respondents, and respondents who participated in jobs that utilized the GROW program and jobs that did not. In regards to race and ethnicity, we found that BIPOC students had higher expectations (16.07) than their white counterparts (14.33). Similarly, international students (16.14) scored higher than their domestic counterparts (14.62). Also, the highest expectations (17.51) were held by students who participated in the GROW program along with their supervisor. We ran tests for other demographics (first-generation and continuing generation and gender binarized) but did not find significant relationships.

Index of Comfort with Current Supervisor (Actual Relationship) x Demographics  

We conducted a series of Mann-Whitney U tests to study the relationship between a variety of demographics and respondents’ current supervisor relationship (based upon our index of six questions), as shown in Table 8 below.

Table 8: Index of comfort with supervisor and demographics 
	Demographic and group
	Group 1
Mean Score
	Group 2
Mean Score
	Mann Whitney U Score
	p-value

	Gender Binarized:
1=female; 2=male
	14.87
	15.94
	16923
	.103

	Generation: 
1=first gen; 2=continuing gen
	16.41
	14.96
	16660.5
	.034

	Race and Ethnicity: 
1=BIPOC; 2=white
	15.97
	15.09
	19662.5
	.149

	International / domestic:
1=international; 2=domestic 
	16.63
	15.05
	11204
	.078

	GROW:
1=yes, 2=no
	18.50
	14.78
	8117.5
	<.001


As Table 8 shows, we found a significant relationship between current supervisor relationship and generation (p=.034) and GROW participation (p<.001). First-generation respondents had an average score of 16.41 whereas continuing-generation respondents reported a score of 14.96. Respondents in jobs that utilized the GROW program had a remarkably high average score (18.50) compared to their non-GROW counterparts (14.78). We ran tests for other demographics of gender, race and ethnicity, and international vs. domestic students, but found no significant relationships. This is good news, as disparities across demographics in terms of comfort with supervisors suggest problems with equity and inclusion. 

We also considered the effects of parent education and year in school on supervisor relationships, as shown in Table 9.

Table 9: Spearman’s rho tests for comfort with supervisor and demographics
	Variable
	Spearman rho score
	P value

	Parent education
	-.72
	.106

	Year in school
	.183
	<.001



A Spearman’s rho score found a significant relationship between year in school and comfort with supervisor, but this makes sense because the bulk of students who reported working in food service were in lower class years, and food service workers also had the lowest percentage of comfort with supervisors (discussed later). We found no statistically significant relationship between parent education and comfort with supervisors, which means that socioeconomic status did not play a major role in influencing supervisor-student relationships at St. Olaf.

Index of Supervisor Performance x Demographics  

We studied the relationship between a variety of demographics or groups and their supervisors’ performance (based upon an index of eight items about students’ comfort with their work supervisors) by conducting a series of Mann Whitney U tests, as shown in Table 10.

Table 10: Index of Supervisors Performance 
	Demographic and group
	Group 1
Mean Score
	Group 2
Mean Score
	Mann Whitney U Score
	p-value

	Gender Binarized:
1=female; 2=male
	24.4
	25.38
	17842.5
	0.318

	Generation: 
1=first gen; 2=continuing gen
	25.43
	24.56
	16925.5
	0.052

	Race and Ethnicity: 1=BIPOC; 2=white
	24.84
	24.72
	20704.5
	0.425

	International / domestic:
1=international; 2=domestic 
	25.05
	24.66
	12347.5
	0.609

	GROW; 1=yes, 2=no
	28.67
	24.14
	7546.5
	<0.001



As Table 10 shows, we found a statistically significant relationship between GROW participation and supervisor performance (p=<0.001). GROW participants reported a mean comfort score of 28.67 which is significantly higher than the score of 24.14 reported by non-GROW participants. We also ran tests for other demographics: gender binarized, generation, race and ethnicity, and international/domestic students but found no significant relationships. This is good news, as disparities across demographics in terms of supervisor performance would suggest issues of equity and inclusion.

We also considered the effects of supervisor support and year in school on supervisor performance, as shown in Table 11 below. A Spearman’s rho test found a significant relationship for each of these.  As students increase in class year, they tend to report greater supervisor performance. This may reflect the connection between class year and job category, with lower-class-year students being disproportionately in food services jobs.

Table 11: Spearman’s rho tests for Supervisor Performance
	Variables
	Spearman rho score
	P value

	Supervisor Support for student’s future
	0.76
	<0.001

	Year in school
	0.09
	0.044



Index of Supervisor Support for Student’s Future x Demographics  

We conducted a series of Mann-Whitney U tests to study the relationship between a variety of demographics or groups and support received from Supervisor for the Student’s future based upon an index of four questions, as shown in Table 12 below.

Table 12: Index of Supervisors Support for Student’s Future 
	Demographic and group
	Group 1
Mean Score
	Group 2
Mean Score
	Mann Whitney U Score
	p-value

	Gender Binarized:
1=female; 2=male
	9.49
	9.57
	19110.0
	0.972

	Generation: 1=first gen; 2=continuing gen
	10.0
	9.48
	17901.0
	0.273

	Race and Ethnicity: 1=BIPOC; 2=white
	9.4

	9.69
	21157.0
	0.620

	International / domestic:
1=international; 2=domestic 
	9.05
	9.63
	12256.0
	0.420

	GROW; 1=yes, 2=no
	12.8
	9.11
	7197.0
	<0.001



We found a statistically significant relationship between GROW participation and supervisor performance (p=<0.001). GROW participants reported a mean supervisor support scoret of 12.8 which is significantly higher than the score of 9.11 reported by non-GROW participants. We also ran tests for other demographics: gender binarized, generation, race and ethnicity, and international/domestic students. However, we found no significant relationships with these categories and supervisor support for the student's future. Again, this is good news, as disparities across demographics in terms of supervisor performance suggest problems with equity and inclusion.

We also considered the effects of supervisor performance and year in school on supervisor support for a student's future. A Spearman’s rho test found a significant relationship for each of these, as shown in Table 10 below. As students increase in year, they tend to report greater supervisor support. 

Table 13: Spearman’s rho tests for Supervisor Support for student’s future
	Variable
	Spearman rho score
	P value

	Supervisor Performance
	0.76
	<0.001

	Year in school
	0.194
	<0.001



Previous research has indicated that good communication between supervisors and students is a foundational aspect of a student’s success in work-study programs. This is mirrored in the large difference GROW conversations seem to have made in students' relationships with supervisors in our study. 

Comfort with Supervisor Index x Job Category

We examined the relationship between students’ comfort with their supervisor and the category of their job, shown in Table 14, using a Kruskall-Wallis H-test. The test showed statistically significant differences in means across job categories (H(4)=17.224; p<.01). Students working in Student Services reported the highest average score (16.71) on the Comfort with Supervisor Index while students working in Food Services reported the lowest average score (12.26). 


Table 14: Job Category and Comfort with Supervisor
	Job Category
	Mean Comfort with Supervisor Index Score
	s.d.

	Educational
	14.31
	5.314

	Student Services
	16.71
	5.967

	Special Skills
	15.86
	4.472

	Administrative
	15.52
	5.999

	Food Services
	12.26
	6.539




Supervisor Help and Reasonable Expectations Index x Job Category

We also examined the relationship between students’ reports of supervisor help and reasonable expections and the category of students’ jobs, shown in Table 15, using a Kruskall-Wallis H-test. The test showed statistically significant differences in means across job categories (H(4)=36.637; p<.001). Students working in Special Skills reported the highest average score (26.95) on the Supervisor Help & Reasonable Expectations Index, followed closely by students in Student Services, Educational, and Administrative categories, while students working in Food Services reported the lowest average score (19.71). 

Table 15: Job Category and Supervisor Expectations
	
Job Category
	Mean Supervisor Help & Reasonable Expectations Index Score
	s.d.

	Educational
	24.83
	5.692

	Student Services
	26.46
	5.797

	Special Skills
	26.95
	4.589

	Administrative
	24.54
	6.497

	Food Services
	19.71
	7.472



Supervisor Help for the Future x Job Category
We also examined the relationship between students’ reports of supervisor help for the future (the index) and the category of students’ jobs, shown in Table 16, using a Kruskall-Wallis H-test. Test showed statistically significant differences in means across job categories (H(4)=54.874; p<.001). Students working in Student Services reported the highest average score (11.81) on the Supervisor Help for the Future Index, which is more than twice as high as the mean for students in the lowest-scoring category, Food Services (5.40).

Table 16: Job Category and Supervisor help for Future
	Job Category
	Mean Supervisor Help for Future Index Score
	s.d.

	Educational
	10.27
	4.694

	Student Services
	11.81
	3.573

	Special Skills
	10.41
	4.162

	Administrative
	9.06
	5.015

	Food Services
	5.40
	4.365






Conclusion

For many students, work study experiences help define their life at college, and supervisor-student relationships play an important role in those experiences. Supervisors have the power to positively or negatively impact students’ academic success, their fulfillment in terms of self-efficacy, their career outcomes, and the skills students develop. This grants supervisors a key position in the matrix of research about work-study jobs. Any successful consideration of collegiate work-study jobs must consider the positive and negative effects of supervisor-student relationships in order to fully understand students’ experiences in work-study jobs on campus. Previous literature has indicated that supervisors can positively curate the work-study experience to correspond with students’ academic pursuits, may be instrumental in students' perceptions of future career success, and can be a great source of reflection and help for developing transferable skills. Previous studies have also indicated that the student-supervisor relationship can benefit students even more when paired with intentional communication. The quality of the supervisor-student relationship can be evaluated by examining supervisors’ expectations, their communication with students, students’ level of comfort with their supervisors, and supervisors’ support for students’ post-graduation futures. 

Strengths and Limitations
Little has been done on supervisor-student relationships in the context of small liberal arts colleges. Our study provides initial findings for what kinds of relationships college students are having with their supervisors and offers suggestions on how to improve those relationships. Additionally, our sample size was large and representative enough that we can generalize our results to the larger population of student workers at St. Olaf. 

While we were able to ask a variety of questions about students’ relationships with their supervisors, the scope of our questions was limited due to being part of a larger study and sharing space on a survey about work-study employment. Our findings come from one semester of researchf, so much more analysis could be done if given more time. For example, we believe it would be relevant to conduct research on how many students are assigned to each supervisor and how this may affect the attention given to individual students. 

Summary of findings 
According to our results on reported ideal supervisor relationships, students most highly value feedback on skill development from their supervisor. A strong majority of respondents (70.6%) indicated that it was extremely or very important to feel comfortable asking for constructive feedback on their job performance. Students rated the socio-emotional factor of interacting with their supervisor outside of work much lower, with only 22.9% of respondents rating it as extremely or very important .

Many St. Olaf supervisors may be succeeding at being conflict mitigators, given the high percentage of respondents who reported feeling comfortable asking their supervisor for help resolving an issue with a coworker (60.7% reported feeling very or extremely comfortable with this),and nearly 75% (or three-fourths) of students surveyed agree that their supervisor has reasonable expectations for their job performance. However, students have more mixed feelings on whether their supervisors are helping to prepare them for their future goals. Only 44.7% of respondents agreed that their supervisor has helped them think about their future. Because students indicated that encouragement and feedback on skill development for their future goals is very important, this indicates an area for improvement for St. Olaf supervisors. 

The GROW (Guided Reflection On Work) program improves relationships between supervisors and students at St. Olaf College. As early as our initial focus group, students expressed a desire to have more intentional conversations with their supervisors on their performance, goals, and skill development. This is the type of opportunity that a GROW conversation offers. We can say with 99.9% certainty that participation in St. Olaf’s GROW program correlates with greater comfort with supervisor, supervisor satisfaction, help from the supervisor for the student’s future, and supervisor performance, as reported by our respondents. 

Additionally, in terms of students’ ideal supervisor relationships, BIPOC and international students had higher expectations of their supervisors than White and domestic students respectively. In terms of supervisor comfort, first-generation students expressed more comfort with their current supervisors than continuing-generation students. Students’ comfort with their supervisor, supervisor performance, and supervisor support for students' future also tended to increase with student year in school. 

Finally, comparing students’ in different job categories (educational, student services, special skills, administrative, and food services) in terms of their student-supervisor relationships, food service workers reported the lowest means of all of the categories. Food service workers tended to have the lowest comfort with their supervisor, were  least likely to feel that the supervisor's expectations were reasonable, and experienced the lowest support for their future from supervisors. 

Suggestions for Future Research
Further research could consider the data across a wider population. Our research  fairly straightforward and the nature of a survey allows for its questions to be replicated easily. If we diffused the questions to other colleges, it would be interesting to see how the patterns we observed in supervisor-student relationships might persist or differ across different groups of students. 

Additionally, it would be interesting to look more specifically at the demographic categories. We assessed that there were no concerning and significant differences when conducting bivariate analysis that considered a variety of demographics and student’s relationships with their supervisors. However, it would be helpful to explore what policies and pratices St. Olaf College has in place that will help maintain this pattern. 

Additionally, further research could use our survey questions and data to track changes in supervisor-student relationships over time.   

Recommendations
1. Institute GROW or a similar program across work-study jobs. Doing so can improve student relationships with their supervisors by increasing student/supervisor comfort, and it can enhance students’ future prospects by emphasizing transferable skills.
2. Enable and empower ongoing feedback from student workers regarding supervisor performance in order to make supervisors more aware of students’ experiences in their jobs and job relationships.
3. Improve student-supervisor relationships by providing training, encouragement, and perhaps incentives for supervisors across job types, especially for food services supervisors. Incentivize supervisors to provide an enriching work experience by rewarding supervisors for doing an excellent job in this regard. 

Works Cited


Ehrhardt, Kyle and Monica M. Sharif. 2019. "Career Implications for High-Quality Work Relationships: An SCCT Test." Journal of Managerial Psychology 34(7):474-490 

Halper, Leah R., Caleb A. Craft, and Yang Shi. 2020, "Expanding the Student Employment Literature: Investigating the Practice of Reflection in On-Campus Student Employment." Journal of College Student Development 61.4: 516-521.

Hultman, Justin D and Eadens, Daniel W. 2019. “Supervisors Matter for College Students: Relationships between Employment Type and Student Outcomes”. Journal for the Advancement of Educational Research International. v13 n1 p55-69

Hultman, Justin D.; 2019. “Why supervisors matter for college students: The relationship between type of employment and student outcomes.” (Order No. 13881937). Available from ProQuestDissertations &amp; Theses Global; Social Science Premium Collection. (2244413362). Retrieved from https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/why-supervisors-matter-college-students/docview/2244413362/se-2?accountid=351

Neuman, W.L. 2012. Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. Pearson. 

Pickford, Jocelyn. 2018. “Earning to Learn How America’s Work Colleges Are Bridging Equity Gaps and Connecting Education to Employment.” American Enterprise Institute. 



Appendix A. Survey Questions and Response Categories

Who is your current or primary supervisor at your St. Olaf "focus job"? (Check all that apply.)
A current St. Olaf student
A St. Olaf graduate who is close to your age
A professional whose primary job is to supervise you and your co-workers
A professional for whom supervising is only part of their job.

Ideally, how important is it to you to feel comfortable doing these things with your current supervisor? (Extremely important, Very important, Somewhat important, Slightly important, Not at all important)
Asking for constructive feedback					
Seeking help to resolve an issue with a co-worker					
Seeking help to resolve some other issue at work					
Seeking help with a personal issue					
Asking for a letter of recommendation					
Interacting socially outside of work					
 	 
How comfortable are you doing these things with your current supervisor? (Extremely comfortable, Very comfortable, Somewhat comfortable, Slightly comfortable, Not at all comfortable)
Asking for constructive feedback					
Seeking help to resolve an issue with a co-worker					
Seeking help to resolve some other issue at work					
Seeking help with a personal issue					
Asking for a letter of recommendation					
Interacting socially outside of work					
 	 
If you answered "Slightly comfortable" or "Not at all comfortable" to any item(s) above, what are the reasons for your answer?

Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with these statements about your current supervisor. (Strongly agree, Somewhat agree, Neutral, Somewhat disagree, Strongly disagree)
My supervisor has reasonable expectations for my job performance.
My supervisor sees me as a student first and an employee second.
My supervisor has asked about my academic interests or progress.
My supervisor has encouraged me to reflect on the skills I've developed at work.
My supervisor provides feedback on my skill development.
My supervisor provides feedback on my job performace.
My supervisor gives me feedback in a way that feels supportive rather than critical.
My supervisor would be understanding if I needed to drop a shift because of an   
       important deadline for a class.

Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with these statements about your current supervisor. (Strongly agree, Somewhat agree, Neutral, Somewhat disagree, Strongly disagree)
My supervisor has asked me about (or has shown interest in) my post-graduation plans.
My supervisor has helped me think about my future.
My supervisor has helped me think about how the skills I'm learning at my "focus job" 
       apply to my post-college work life.
My supervisor has helped me develop and/or practice skills for my future career and 
       graduate studies.

For your St. Olaf "focus job" or any other job that you've had at St. Olaf, have you and your supervisor had GROW conversations (Guided Reflection on Work)?
Yes
No
What if any recommendations would you like to make for how to improve students' experiences with their St. Olaf jobs?

Is there anything else you'd like to tell us about your experiences with your St. Olaf job(s)?

What is your year in school? 	
First year	
Sophomore	
Junior	
Senior	
Other	
 	 
What gender do you identify as?
 	
Are you an international or domestic student?
 	International	
Domestic	
 	 
Think of your parent or guardian who has the most education. What is that person's level of education?
Less than a high school diploma or GED	
High school diploma or GED	
Some college but no degree	
2-year college degree	
4-year college degree	
Graduate, medical, or professional degree	
 	 
What race(s) and/or ethnicity(ies) do you identify as?
 
What is your grade point average (GPA) at St. Olaf College? If you don't know, please pick your best estimate.
3.75 - 4.00	
3.50 - 3.74	
3.25 - 3.49	
3.00 - 3.24	
2.75 - 2.99	
2.50 - 2.74	
2.25 - 2.49	
2.00 - 2.24	
under 2.00	
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