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Abstract 

DegreePlus is a recently developed program at Western Carolina University (WCU) that aims to develop 
transferable skills, including professionalism, cultural responsiveness, leadership and teamwork, in 
students via their participation in extracurricular activities. A mixed-methods study that included focus 
groups and a survey was used to identify the preliminary impacts of the program. Researchers found that 
students view the program as a supportive initiative to help them prepare for their future and meet their 
career goals. Students also perceive that they are learning the targeted skills and are able to apply them 
to a limited extent. Finally, students view the program as a means of connecting to their university 
community. We anticipate that student participation in this program may assist with other institutional 
goals, such as retention and student success, as many of the impacts from the program align with 
principles that support these objectives. 
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Introduction 

DegreePlus (Western Carolina University, 
2018) is a program designed to provide 
transferable skill development to students at 
Western Carolina University through their 
participation in designated extracurricular 
activities. The program was developed as a 
Quality Enhancement Plan for the 2017 
reaffirmation of accreditation by the Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission 
on Colleges. Much of the development of the 
program was inspired by the Student 
Transformative Learning Record (STLR) at the 
University of Central Oklahoma (Cunliff & King, 
2018; University of Central Oklahoma, 2018). 
STLR aims to instill six central tenets in their 
students, some of which are global and cultural 
competencies; leadership; and service learning 
and civic engagement. Similarly, DegreePlus 
aims to promote professionalism, cultural 
responsiveness, leadership and teamwork in 
student participants. The development of 
DegreePlus was prompted by a wealth of 
literature pointing to the need for such 
transferable skill development in today’s 
college students. Calonge and Shah (2016) 
found there exists a “discontinuity between 
skills university graduates have when they 
graduate and the specific needs of employers” 
(p. 69). From a professional perspective, these 
transferable skills are important to students 
because of the evolving nature of jobs and 
because graduates often find employment that 
does not directly relate to their curricular 
majors (Baker & Henson, 2010). A survey of 
both college students and employers by Hart 
Research Associates (2015) on behalf of the 
Association of American Colleges and 
Universities found that while some college 
students feel career-ready, employers disagree. 

While faculty aim to deliver transferable skills 
through innovative curricula, Thompson, Clark, 
Walker and Whyatt (2013) point out that 
extracurricular activities may provide a better 
environment to teach transferable skills over 

academic courses. This concept aligns well with 
student involvement theory, which posits the 
greater the student’s involvement in academics, 
extracurricular activities and interactions with 
faculty and staff, the greater their learning and 
personal development (Astin, 1984). In a survey 
by Baker and Henson (2010), students agreed 
that “extracurricular activity offered the best 
opportunities to develop teamwork, leadership, 
and other ‘interpersonal skills’” (p. 65). 
Additionally, a recent survey by the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers (2016) 
points to a need for both transferable skills and 
extracurricular involvement. DegreePlus 
capitalises on these perceptions by delivering 
targeted skills through extracurricular events. 

Beyond fostering transferable skills, 
extracurricular programing has the potential to 
shape the student experience and impact 
metrics of success for students and institutions 
alike. Kuh (1993) writes that involvement 
outside the classroom contributes to student 
personal development and learning. Some 
research has shown that students “evolve” more 
through a combination of their extracurricular 
and academic experiences. This evolution led to 
environments where increased learning 
occurred and students achieved more through 
the connections they made between the 
classroom and alternate learning environments 
(Kahu, 2013; Zepke, 2014). Research further 
indicates that involvement outside the 
classroom is related to persistence in some 
populations (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & 
Hayek, 2006). Given the increasing pressures 
for institutions to retain students and meet 
graduation rate metrics, intentional, student-
centered extracurricular programing can be an 
integral part of a holistic retention strategy. 
These theories support the potential for 
DegreePlus to have extended benefits in areas 
related to overall student success.  
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Transferable skills 

DegreePlus aims to develop one or more of the 
following transferable skills in students: 
cultural responsiveness, leadership, and 
teamwork. To better define these broad terms, 
WCU used the literature (a sample of which is 
provided below) to develop a set of five student 
learning outcomes (SLOs) for each skill. Each 
outcome was written at the highest levels of 
Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). While 
students will not necessarily meet the outcome 
by initially attending an event, they will build 
experience with the outcome that will enable 
them to achieve the outcome later. (See 
“Structure and incentivisation” below.)  

Our term “cultural responsiveness” is similar to 
a definition of cultural competence as a “process 
of developing cultural awareness, knowledge, 
and skills” (Kratzke & Bertolo, 2013, p. 1). 
Cultural responsiveness transitions beyond 
learning about diversity by also inferring 
interaction, reflection, and a call to action. These 
insights led to the following learning outcomes 
for the cultural responsiveness skill: Students 
will (a) demonstrate an awareness of key 
historical and current issues surrounding race, 
ethnicity, gender, social class, religion, sexual 
identity, ability, national origin, or other 
identities, (b) analyse one’s own beliefs, 
traditions, norms, biases, and the 
differences/commonalities in relation to 
other’s, (c) practice cultural sensitivity and 
respect when interacting with others, (d) 
engage in unfamiliar cultural spaces and 
experiences, and/or (e) identify resources and 
appropriate forms of advocacy to promote 
social justice and equity. 

Although the idea of leadership has evolved 
over time, modern conceptions of leadership 
place value on “principles of collaboration, 
interpersonal effectiveness, process, ethical 
reciprocity, and affecting positive societal 
change” (Salisbury, Pascarella, Padgett, & 
Blaich, 2012, p. 303). The following learning 

outcomes for leadership were incorporated into 
DegreePlus: Students will (a) demonstrate an 
understanding of leadership principles and 
behaviours of effective leaders, (b) utilise 
leadership styles in diverse contexts, (c) apply 
knowledge of conflict resolution in difficult 
situations, (d) generate and accept constructive 
feedback, and/or (e) define clear and actionable 
goals. 

Definitions for professionalism vary widely but 
can include interpersonal skills, responsibility, 
integrity, as well as time and workload 
management (Wresch & Pondell, 2015). In a 
survey by the Center for Professional Excellence 
at York College of Pennsylvania (2015), recent 
graduates listed strong communication skills, 
focus, punctuality/attentiveness, humility, and 
diligence as the most important components of 
professionalism. As such, the student learning 
outcomes for professionalism are as follows: 
Students will (a) apply appropriate 
communication methods to a variety of 
audiences, (b) recognise the importance of 
appropriate dress and professional image, (c) 
demonstrate ethical behavior in work-related 
contexts, (d) develop methods for building 
effective work relationships, and/or (e) 
demonstrate an awareness of industry specific 
culture and values. 

While teamwork is another skill that can be 
difficult to define, Hughes and Jones (2011) 
describe five general components that feed into 
the concept of teamwork: a “collective identity”, 
sharing of a common task, interdependence, 
specific roles of team members, and a “larger 
organisational context” (p. 54). The learning 
outcomes associated with teamwork are as 
follows: Students will (a) demonstrate the 
basics of team dynamics, (b) take responsibility 
for one’s own role within a team, (c) utilise 
appropriate team communication skills, (d) 
treat others with respect and value others’ 
contributions, and/or (e) contribute to the 
movement of a team toward a common goal. 
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How DegreePlus works 

Structure and incentivisation 

Figure 1 illustrates the three-level structure of 
the voluntary DegreePlus program. The 
structure provides a scaffold for students to 
progress from observer to learner to 
practitioner. Students advance through three 
levels with incentives for completion at each 
level. Incentives include “swag” items, a formal 
notation on their academic transcript and a 
ceremonial event for completion of all three 
levels. Level 1 is the Experience and Exposure 
level. Students attend at least five DegreePlus 
events of their choice in one skill, earning points 
as a way to track their progress. These activities 
are designed to meet the SLOs at a lower 
Bloom’s taxonomy level (Bloom, 1956), 
teaching and providing students with examples 
of skills. Level 2 is the Reflection and 
Articulation level. Students who have 
completed Level 1 attend “DegreePlus Day” 
(offered once per semester), which initiates 
Level 2. Trained faculty and staff mentors lead 
small group discussions to enable students to 
reflect on skills they’ve learned. Following the 
event, students articulate what they learned in a 
reflection paper, which the mentor evaluates as 
pass/rewrite. Students who have completed 
Level 2 can move to Level 3, Integration and 
Application. Students participate in a curricular, 
co-curricular or extracurricular experience that 
exemplifies their application and integration of 
the skill. On DegreePlus Day participants 
showcase their achievement of at least three 
SLOs for a particular skill by delivering a poster, 
video, or other creative presentation about this 
capstone experience. Positive evaluation of the 
demonstration signals completion of the 
program. 

Events and activities 

Hundreds of events and activities are hosted by 
faculty, professional staff, students, renowned 
scholars and guests each year at WCU. As at 

most institutions, interactive opportunities for 
students abound. These events range in size and 
duration and typically do not have additional 
requirements for students at the conclusion of 
the event or activity. Many of these activities are 
explicitly associated with some SLOs for the 
DegreePlus skills, and some can be modified to 
refocus on them. DegreePlus acts not only as a 
driver to increase participation in these events 
but also provides a way for students to make 
meaning of what they are learning by their 
participation. By indicating that an event 
supports a particular skill, students are alerted 
to important take-home messages and are given 
the language to articulate what they learned by 
participating. For example, prior to DegreePlus, 
students taking a Hula and Tahitian dance class 
viewed it as a dance-based exercise class. If 
asked what was learned, participants may have 
responded that it was a fun way to exercise. 
Now that DegreePlus has been established, our 
Campus Recreation and Wellness department 
has expanded the class to include instruction on 
the cultural significance of the dances. The 
incorporation of the cultural significance 
prepares students to achieve cultural 
responsiveness SLOs (a) and (d). 

Campus event creators/sponsors have been 
asked to consider how their event aligns with 
the DegreePlus SLOs. To be included as a 
DegreePlus activity, the event must be 
extracurricular, be open to all or a significant 
subset of the student population, and introduce 
one or more of the DegreePlus skills ‘to a great 
extent’ (i.e. must put students on a path to 
achieve one or more of the SLOs for that skill). A 
DegreePlus administrator screens requests for 
inclusion. If an event meets the criteria, it 
becomes part of the DegreePlus schedule, and 
students earn points for attending. In the 2017-
2018 academic year, the DegreePlus program 
was piloted with first year students in the 
Honors College, the Academic Success Program 
(a program for conditionally accepted 
freshmen), and the Leadership first year 
transition classes.  
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Other students outside of these groups were 

 

Figure 1. Infographic to illustrate the three-level structure of the DegreePlus program. 
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Other students outside of these groups were 
welcome to participate but were not provided 
with targeted marketing to encourage 
participation. Also, while we piloted the 
program with first year students, students are 
able to opt in to DegreePlus at any point of their 
academic career. In the pilot year, 93 events 
were offered to support either the 
professionalism skill or the cultural 
responsiveness skill. The following are 
examples of those program offerings:  

Hire Attire Fashion Show - This was a large, 
interactive event in which students learned 
about appropriate dress for interviews and the 
workplace by observing other students 
modeling appropriate and inappropriate attire. 
This was a popular event with close to 265 
attendees. Students found the content 
entertaining and accessible. This event targeted 
SLO (b) for the professionalism skill. 

Workplace Etiquette - This workshop explored 
the “dos and don’ts” of working in a professional 
office space, including respecting others’ 
personal space, lunchroom etiquette, and 
effective communication strategies. Twenty-
seven students attended this event, which 
targeted SLOs (a) and (d) for the 
professionalism skill. 

Tunnel of Oppression - The Tunnel of Oppression 
is a two-day event which draws over 350 
participants each semester. The event is an 
immersive experience which allows 
participants to consider the impact of various 
cultural issues such as racism, sexism, sexual 
slavery and the like. The program draws a mix 
of students interested in the cultural questions 
asked by the event and other students whose 
attendance has been incentivised by their 
professors promising class credit. The program 
targets SLOs (a), (b), (d) and (e) for the cultural 
responsiveness skill. 

SafeZone Training - This training educates 
participants about the history and issues 

pertaining to sexuality and gender identity. This 
two-part, four-hour training is open to students 
and university employees. Participation in the 
trainings varies from five to sixteen attendees. 
At the completion of the training, participants 
receive a SafeZone certificate. The program 
targets all the SLOs for the cultural 
responsiveness skill. 

Preliminary impacts 

Impacts of participation in DegreePlus on 
student development were assessed in two 
ways: focus groups and surveys. Focus group 
conversations were held mid-way through the 
pilot year. Students who had given consent to 
share their participation data were invited to 
participate in the focus group study. These 
students were classified into two separate focus 
groups: the low participation group included 
students who attended less than three 
DegreePlus events, and the high participation 
group included students who attended three or 
more DegreePlus events. Each group received 
separate invitations to separate focus group 
sessions so that each focus group would be 
aligned according to students’ level of 
participation in DegreePlus. In total, eight 
students participated in five focus group 
sessions (five in the low participation group and 
three in high participation group). Two 
questions addressed how the program 
impacted the students: (1) How did your 
participation in DegreePlus impact you? (2) 
How are you using what you learned in your 
DegreePlus participation? Notes from each 
session were compiled and researchers 
identified themes from responses.  

Researchers found that both focus groups 
genuinely appreciated the opportunity to 
practice “adulting”, but their motivation for 
participating varied. Students in the low 
participation focus group were interested in 
DegreePlus because they were looking for 
something to do, while students in the high 
participation focus group recognised the impact 
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the program might have on their future. Focus 
group conversations suggest that for students 
who participated, DegreePlus has prompted 
them to start planning for their future. Students 
in the low participation focus group gained an 
awareness or understanding of targeted skills 
but were not able to apply them. However, 
students in the high participation focus group 
were able to clearly recall the events they had 
attended, could relate them to learning 
outcomes for the targeted skill, and cited 
specific examples of how they put them to use. 
For example, one individual attended a 
workplace behaviour event at which he learned 
how to carefully use “I” vs. “you” statements.  He 
added, “I used it with my roommate because we 
were having problems”.  

Focus group findings helped us to craft a 
multiple choice and Likert format survey that 
was distributed to students who attended at 
least one DegreePlus event and any other 
students that were designated as pilot 
participants but did not attend any events. 
There were 86 responses to the survey. Upon 
omission of duplicates, untraceable students 
and non-participants, the final number of 
respondents was 33. 

Survey results complemented findings from the 
focus group study. For example, about a quarter 
of respondents indicated that DegreePlus had “a 
lot” or “a great deal” of impact on their “ability 
to reach their goals” (24%), their 
“resourcefulness” (27%), and “the way they 
think” (27%). About half of students reported 
DegreePlus impacted their “ability to apply 
what they’ve learned” at least a moderate 
amount, and 42% reported that DegreePlus has 
“impacted their behavior” at least a moderate 
amount. At least 70% of survey respondents 
reported that DegreePlus made both “being 
competitive for current or future employment” 
and “feeling like [they] are preparing for life 
after graduation” easier. Also, 82% of students 
felt that DegreePlus had impacted their “ability 
to reach [their] goals” at least a little. This data 

suggests that the student experience is in 
alignment with the intentions of the DegreePlus 
program. 

DegreePlus also appears to help students make 
connections. According to survey results, a 
majority reported that DegreePlus made it 
easier or much easier for them to “fit in at the 
university” (55%); find “connections between 
[their] classes and [their] out of classroom 
activities” (61%); connect “with professors or 
staff” (70%); and to “find activities that are 
meaningful” (61%). These preliminary results 
suggest that students view DegreePlus as a way 
to prepare for their future and make themselves 
marketable. Furthermore, the results show that 
DegreePlus concepts are being applied to the 
way they think and behave and that the 
program is helping students to fit in and make 
connections. These findings suggest an added 
benefit of connecting with the institution 
beyond simply gaining transferable skills.  

Conclusions 

DegreePlus, a program grounded in theory, 
career development literature and employer 
expectations, aims to make students career-
ready by developing transferable skills through 
their participation in extracurricular 
experiences. Despite the limitations of a small 
sample for our mixed methods study, 
preliminary findings show that DegreePlus is 
successfully meeting its goal of developing these 
skills in students. We observed that student 
participants are interested in preparing for 
their future and view DegreePlus as a way to be 
more competitive when they graduate. Surveys 
showed an impact on self-reported 
resourcefulness, thinking and behaviour. 
Additionally, participants reported a feeling of 
being connected to the university and faculty 
and staff, an important factor in student 
persistence and retention.  

One of the main takeaways from our research is 
that DegreePlus provides the structure 
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necessary to help students organise and make 
meaning of what seem like disparate activities. 
For other institutions seeking to help students 
make such connections, using an umbrella 
structure similar to DegreePlus, but befitting to 
their own community, may be of benefit. As 
DegreePlus is still in its beginning stages, we 
look to focus on evaluating and increasing 
campus buy-in in general, faculty perception of 
DegreePlus involvement in their “personalised” 
events, and exploring why events in particular 
skill areas have not been as popular (e.g. 
teamwork and leadership). Future research will 
continue to focus on the impact of DegreePlus 
on students in both the short- and long-term. 
Furthermore, research is needed to determine 
the impact and implications for faculty and staff 
who host DegreePlus events, the institution as a 
whole and ultimately, employers who hire WCU 
graduates. 
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