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Abstract

School-enterprise cooperation has become an
important mechanism for improving vocational
education quality and graduate employability in
China. However, the existence of formal
cooperation agreements does not necessarily
guarantee high-quality internship outcomes. Many
vocational colleges have developed institutional
partnerships with enterprises, yet students may still
experience uneven mentoring, limited career
guidance and weak job-skill matching during their
internships [! .Drawing on organisational support
theory, social exchange theory, the job demands—
resources model and work-integrated learning theory,
this paper develops a conceptual framework to
explain how perceived school—enterprise support
may influence internship employment quality
among higher vocational interns 2. The framework
proposes that perceived school-enterprise support
affects internship employment quality both directly
and indirectly through work-related learning
satisfaction and practical training engagement. In
addition, firm size is proposed as a contextual
moderator because larger firms may provide more
formalised human resource systems, clearer career
pathways and more stable employment opportunities
(31 This paper contributes to vocational education
and human resource management research by
reframing school-enterprise cooperation as an
intern-perceived support construct rather than
merely an institutional arrangement.
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1. Introduction

Higher vocational education plays a central
role in supplying skilled workers for industrial
development, technological upgrading and labour-
market transformation. In China, school—enterprise
cooperation has been institutionalised as a key
strategy for connecting classroom learning with
workplace practice Through internships, students are
expected to acquire practical skills, understand
workplace expectations and improve their transition
from education to employment ™ However, the
effectiveness of school-enterprise cooperation
cannot be judged only by the number of partner
enterprises or formal internship agreements. The
real issue is whether students perceive the
cooperation as supportive, meaningful and useful for
their future employment.

Previous studies have shown that work-
integrated learning can improve students’
employability when workplace learning is well
designed, adequately supervised and connected to
career development *l.However, poorly organised
internships may fail to improve employment quality
even when institutional cooperation exists. This
suggests that formal cooperation and perceived
support are not the same. A college may sign many
cooperation agreements with enterprises, but interns
may still feel unsupported if they receive little
mentoring, irrelevant work tasks or unclear
employment guidance [},

From the perspective of organisational
support theory, individuals form general beliefs
about whether an organisation values their
contribution and cares about their well-being. In the
internship context, students are situated in a dual-
organisation environment: they remain members of
their vocational college while also working within
the host enterprise. Therefore, their perception of
support is shaped jointly by the college and the
enterprise. Perceived school—enterprise support can
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be understood as interns’ perception that both parties
provide resources, mentoring, recognition and
career-related assistance during the internship
process [1.

Internship employment quality is also
broader than simple employment placement. It
includes whether the internship or job matches the
student’s skills, whether employment is stable,
whether income and contract conditions are
acceptable, and whether the student is satisfied with
career development opportunities ). Therefore,
internship employment quality should be examined
from the intern’s perspective rather than only
through institutional employment statistics.

This paper proposes that perceived school—-
enterprise support improves internship employment
quality through two parallel mechanisms. The first
mechanism is work-related learning satisfaction,
which reflects interns’ cognitive evaluation of the
usefulness, relevance and quality of workplace
learning.The second mechanism is practical training
engagement, which reflects interns’ physical,
emotional and cognitive involvement in practical
training activities. These two mechanisms are
conceptually  different:  work-related  learning
satisfaction concerns how interns evaluate their
learning experience, whereas practical training
engagement concerns how actively interns invest
themselves in training tasks.

In addition, firm size may influence the
strength of the relationship between perceived
school—enterprise support and internship
employment quality. Larger firms often have more
formalised human resource systems, clearer
mentoring procedures and more structured
employment pathways, which may help convert
perceived support into better employment
outcomes.Smaller firms may provide flexible and
close interpersonal support, but their internship
systems and employment opportunities may be less
stable. Therefore, firm size may function as an
important boundary condition in the school-
enterprise cooperation process.

The purpose of this paper is to develop a
conceptual framework explaining how perceived
school—enterprise support may influence internship
employment quality among higher vocational
interns. By integrating organisational support theory,
social exchange theory, the job demands—resources
model and work-integrated learning theory, the
paper contributes to both vocational education
research and human resource management
scholarship.

II. Literature Review

2.1 Perceived School-Enterprise Support

Perceived school—-enterprise support is
derived from perceived organisational support.
Eisenberger et al. argued that employees develop
general perceptions about whether the organisation
values their contributions and cares about their well-
being.Later studies further confirmed that perceived
organisational support is associated with job
satisfaction, organisational commitment,
engagement and performance-related outcomes.

In vocational internships, the support
system is more complex than in a normal
employment relationship. Interns are supervised not
only by the host enterprise but also by the vocational
college. The college may provide placement
arrangements, academic supervision and evaluation
standards, while the enterprise provides job tasks,
workplace training, mentoring and employment
opportunities. Therefore, interns’ perceived support
comes from a dual-organisation system rather than a
single employer.

This dual-organisation feature is important
because interns may evaluate the quality of school—
enterprise  cooperation through their actual
experience. If the college and enterprise provide
clear guidance, useful feedback, relevant tasks and
career support, interns are more likely to perceive
the internship as valuable [©} 19 1f the two parties are
poorly coordinated, interns may experience the
internship as fragmented and unsupported even
when formal cooperation exists.

2.2 Internship Employment Quality

Internship employment quality refers to the
extent to which internship experience contributes to
positive employment-related outcomes. It should not
be limited to whether students obtain jobs after
graduation. A student may be employed but still
experience low employment quality if the job is
unrelated to the student’s major, unstable, poorly
paid or lacking career development potential

A multidimensional understanding of
internship employment quality is therefore needed.
This paper understands internship employment
quality as including job-skill match, income and
contract stability, and career satisfaction. Job-skill
match reflects whether students can apply what they
have learned in their future job. Income and contract
stability reflect the material and institutional quality
of employment. Career satisfaction reflects whether
interns perceive the internship as useful for their
long-term development 21 [12)

This understanding is consistent with the
broader employability literature, which suggests that
employment quality should include both objective
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and subjective indicators . For vocational students,
internship employment quality is especially
important because internships often serve as the
bridge between training and formal employment.

2.3 Work-Related Learning Satisfaction

Work-related learning satisfaction refers to
interns’ evaluation of the quality, relevance and
usefulness of learning during workplace practice.
Work-integrated learning theory emphasises that
workplace learning is effective when students can
connect theoretical knowledge with practical tasks .
When interns receive appropriate guidance,
meaningful tasks and timely feedback, they are
more likely to evaluate the learning process
positively [1%],

Learning satisfaction may also influence
employment quality. Students who are satisfied with
internship learning may become more confident
about their skills, more aware of workplace
requirements and more prepared for employment.
Previous research on work-integrated learning has
shown that workplace learning experiences can
improve students’ employability when learning
activities are authentic and well supported ',

Therefore, work-related learning
satisfaction can be regarded as a cognitive
mechanism linking perceived school-enterprise
support to internship employment quality. Perceived
support provides the conditions for effective
learning, while learning satisfaction reflects interns’
positive evaluation of these learning conditions.

2.4 Practical Training Engagement

Practical training engagement refers to
interns’  physical, emotional and cognitive
involvement in internship tasks. The engagement
literature suggests that individuals who are highly
engaged invest more energy, attention and emotion
into their role performance.The job demands—
resources model further explains that job resources
such as support, feedback and development
opportunities can increase engagement [,

In the internship context, perceived school—
enterprise support may function as an important
resource. When interns feel supported by teachers,
enterprise mentors and workplace supervisors, they
are more likely to participate actively in training
tasks. They may ask questions, practise skills,
communicate ~ with  colleagues and  take
responsibility for their own learning. Such
engagement can help interns accumulate practical
competence and build workplace confidence.

Engagement is also associated with
performance-related outcomes. Rich found that

engagement positively predicts task performance
and organisational citizenship behaviour .In
vocational internships, practical training
engagement may similarly improve employment
quality by helping students develop skills, social
capital and work motivation.

2.5 Firm Size as a Moderator

Firm size may influence the effectiveness
of school-enterprise support. Larger firms usually
have more formalised HRM systems, -clearer
organisational  structures and more stable
employment pathway.. These characteristics may
strengthen the effect of perceived support on
internship employment quality because support can
be translated into structured training, formal
evaluation and possible employment conversion.
By contrast, smaller firms may provide closer
interpersonal contact and flexible mentoring, but
they may lack systematic internship programmes or
stable employment opportunities. Therefore, the
same level of perceived support may produce
different employment outcomes depending on the
size and organisational capacity of the host firm.

Firm size is therefore proposed as a
contextual moderator. It does not replace perceived
school—enterprise support as the main predictor, but
it may change the strength of the relationship
between support and employment quality.

III.  Conceptual Framework and
Propositions

Based on the above discussion, this paper proposes a
conceptual model in which perceived school—
enterprise support is the independent wvariable,
internship employment quality is the dependent
variable, work-related learning satisfaction and
practical training engagement are parallel mediators,
and firm size is the moderator.
Perceived school—enterprise support is expected to
improve work-related learning satisfaction because
supportive arrangements provide interns with clearer
learning objectives, more useful feedback and more
meaningful workplace tasks '3 Therefore:
P1: Perceived school-enterprise support is
positively associated with work-related learning
satisfaction.
Perceived school—enterprise support is also expected
to improve practical training engagement because
support functions as a job resource that motivates
interns to invest more effort, attention and emotion
in practical training Therefore:
P2: Perceived school-enterprise  support is
positively  associated with practical training
engagement.
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Perceived school-enterprise support may directly
improve internship employment quality by
providing career guidance, job-related resources,
workplace networks and employment opportunities .
Therefore:

P3: Perceived school-enterprise  support is
positively associated with internship employment
quality.

Work-related learning satisfaction may improve
internship employment quality because satisfied
interns are more likely to perceive that the
internship has developed useful knowledge,
practical competence and career readiness

P4: Work-related learning satisfaction is positively
associated with internship employment quality.
Practical training engagement may improve
internship employment quality because engaged
interns are more likely to develop practical skills,
demonstrate work motivation and build stronger
relationships  with  supervisors and colleagu,
Therefore:

P5: Practical training engagement is positively
associated with internship employment quality.
Work-related learning satisfaction may mediate the
relationship between perceived school—enterprise
support and internship employment quality.
Perceived support improves the learning experience,
and positive learning evaluation contributes to better
employment-related outcomes' Therefore:

P6: Work-related learning satisfaction mediates the
relationship between perceived school—enterprise
support and internship employment quality.

Practical training engagement may also mediate the
relationship between perceived school—enterprise
support and internship employment quality.
Supportive internship environments encourage
engagement, and engagement helps interns convert
training opportunities into employment advantages
(141 Therefore:

P7: Practical training engagement mediates the
relationship between perceived school—enterprise
support and internship employment quality.

Finally, firm size may strengthen the effect of
perceived school—enterprise support on internship
employment quality. Larger firms may provide more
formal training systems, clearer career pathways and
more stable employment opportunities, Therefore:
P8: Firm size positively moderates the relationship
between perceived school—enterprise support and
internship employment quality, such that the
relationship is stronger in larger host firms.

IV.  Discussion
This paper develops a conceptual
framework explaining how perceived school-

enterprise  support may influence internship
employment quality among higher vocational
interns. The framework makes three main
contributions.

First, it reframes school-enterprise
cooperation from an institutional arrangement into
an intern-perceived support construct. This is
important because formal cooperation does not
necessarily mean that students experience
meaningful support. Interns’ perception of
mentoring, resources, recognition and career
guidance may be more important than the number of
cooperation agreements signed by colleges and
enterprises.

Second, the framework distinguishes
between two mediating mechanisms. Work-related
learning satisfaction represents a cognitive pathway,
while practical training engagement represents a
motivational and behavioural pathway. This
distinction helps explain how perceived support is
converted into employment quality through both
learning evaluation and active participation ['4),

Third, the framework introduces firm size
as a boundary condition. The effect of perceived
support may not be equal across all host firms.
Larger firms may be better able to transform support
into  structured training and  employment
opportunities, while smaller firms may depend more
on informal mentoring and personal relationships .

For vocational colleges, the framework
suggests that improving internship quality requires
more than increasing the number of partner
enterprises. Colleges should monitor whether interns
actually perceive support during their placements.
For enterprises, the framework highlights the
importance of mentoring quality, task relevance,
feedback and career pathways. For policymakers,
the framework suggests that school-enterprise
cooperation should be evaluated using intern-level
quality indicators as well as institutional-level
indicators.

V.  Conclusion

This paper proposes a conceptual
framework linking perceived school-enterprise
support to internship employment quality among
higher vocational interns. Drawing on organisational
support theory, social exchange theory, the job
demands-resources model and work-integrated
learning theory, the paper argues that perceived
support may improve employment quality directly
and indirectly through work-related learning
satisfaction and practical training engagement. It
also argues that firm size may strengthen the
relationship between perceived support and
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internship employment quality.

The paper contributes to vocational
education and HRM research by emphasising the
intern-level perception of support in a dual-
organisation internship context. Future empirical
studies can test this framework using survey data
and structural equation modelling, especially in
higher vocational colleges where internships are
central to student employment outcomes.
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