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Abstract 
With the continuous reform of China’s vocational 

education system, school-enterprise cooperation has 

become the core model for cultivating technical and 

skilled talents, while internship employment quality 

(IEQ) has emerged as a critical indicator for 

evaluating the effectiveness of vocational education 

and school-to-work transition. This study aims to 

explore the influencing mechanism of perceived 

school-enterprise support (SES) on vocational 

students’ internship employment quality, and 

examines the parallel mediating effects of work-

related learning satisfaction (WRLS) and practical 

training engagement (PTE), as well as the 

moderating role of firm size. Based on social 

exchange theory, organisational support theory, job 

demands-resources (JD-R) model and work-

integrated learning (WIL) theory, this research 

constructs a conceptual framework covering 

independent, mediating, dependent and moderating 

variables. Through systematically sorting out 

domestic and international high-impact literature 

from 2020 to 2025, this study clarifies the 

conceptual connotation, measurement standard and 

empirical research status of each core variable, and 

proposes eight research hypotheses. The findings 

reveal that SES positively predicts IEQ, and WRLS 

and PTE play significant parallel mediating roles in 

this relationship. Additionally, firm size positively 

moderates the direct impact of SES on IEQ. This 

study fills the research gaps in the dual-organisation 

support mechanism and dual parallel mediation 

pathways in vocational internship research, 

providing theoretical support and practical 

enlightenment for optimising school-enterprise 

cooperation modes and improving internship quality 

in Chinese vocational colleges, especially in western 

regional contexts. 
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I. Introduction 
Global vocational education has entered a 

stage of quality-oriented development, with work-

integrated learning and internship practice regarded 

as the core links connecting campus education and 

the labour market (International Labour 

Organization, 2024). In China, the revised 

Vocational Education Law (2022) and the National 

Vocational Education Reform Implementation Plan 

(2019) clearly take internship employment quality 

as a key assessment indicator of higher vocational 

college education quality, marking a fundamental 

shift in vocational education evaluation from 

institutional scale expansion to practical talent 

cultivation effectiveness (Ministry of Education of 

China, 2024). However, the internship development 

of vocational students in China, especially in 

western provinces such as Shaanxi, faces prominent 

practical dilemmas, including regional differences in 

internship salary levels, mismatches between 

professional skills and internship posts, and unstable 

internship contracts (Mu, 2024; Liu, 2024). 

Existing studies have confirmed that school-

enterprise cooperation quality is a key antecedent of 

students’ internship outcomes and employability 

(Yang, 2024; Hu et al., 2025). Most previous 

researches focus on the macro-institutional level of 

school-enterprise cooperation, such as cooperation 

depth, curriculum co-development and resource 

investment, while ignoring interns’ subjective 

holistic perception of dual support from schools and 

enterprises (Ye, 2024). As the direct experiencer of 

internship practice, interns’ perceived school-

enterprise support determines their learning 

experience and practical investment, and further 

affects their evaluation of internship labour market 
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value (Kurtessis et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the 

internal mechanism of how SES affects IEQ remains 

unclear in the existing literature. 

In terms of influence pathways, prior studies 

often separately discuss the cognitive learning 

mechanism represented by learning satisfaction and 

the motivational behavioural mechanism 

represented by practical engagement, lacking 

integrated analysis of the two parallel pathways 

(Gijbels et al., 2010; Rich et al., 2010). In addition, 

firm size, as a classic contextual boundary condition 

in human resource management research, is only 

used as a control variable in most vocational 

internship studies, and its moderating effect on the 

support-outcome relationship has not been 

empirically tested (Aldrich & Auster, 1986; Hu et al., 

2025). 

Against this background, this study 

constructs a comprehensive conceptual framework 

based on four classic theories, adopts a PLS-SEM 

empirical research paradigm, and takes vocational 

college interns in western China as the research 

object to explore the direct effect of SES on IEQ, 

the parallel mediating effects of WRLS and PTE, 

and the moderating effect of firm size. This research 

makes up for the deficiencies in theoretical 

construction and empirical research of domestic 

school-enterprise cooperation and internship quality 

research, and provides targeted practical suggestions 

for vocational colleges and enterprises to optimise 

internship training modes. 

 

II. Literature Review and Theoretical 

Foundation 
2.1 Core Variable Conceptualisation 

2.1.1 Internship Employment Quality (IEQ) 

Internship employment quality refers to 

interns’ multidimensional subjective evaluation of 

the labour market value of internship experience, 

including three core sub-dimensions: job-skill match, 

income and contract stability, and career satisfaction. 

This conceptualisation integrates the research 

perspectives of labour economics, vocational 

education and human resource management 

(Tsambou et al., 2024; Musa et al., 2025). 

The labour economics tradition focuses on 

objective internship conditions such as salary, 

working hours and contract stability, but it ignores 

interns’ subjective experience, which is not 

applicable to entry-level internship positions with 

small salary differences and temporary attributes 

(Tsambou et al., 2024). The vocational education 

perspective emphasises the matching degree 

between internship posts and professional 

knowledge and the cultivation of students’ soft skills 

and practical abilities (Musa et al., 2025). The 

human resource management perspective 

supplements the dimension of career satisfaction, 

focusing on the long-term career development value 

of internships (Huning et al., 2020). Synthesising 

the above perspectives, this study defines IEQ as a 

comprehensive evaluation integrating objective 

internship conditions and subjective career 

perception, which effectively makes up for the one-

sidedness of single-dimensional measurement in 

existing studies. 

 

2.1.2 Perceived School-Enterprise Support (SES) 

Perceived school-enterprise support is an 

extended construct of organisational support theory 

in the dual-subject scenario of school-enterprise 

cooperation. It refers to interns’ global perception 

that vocational colleges and host enterprises jointly 

value their personal contributions, care about their 

growth and provide sufficient learning resources and 

mentoring guidance (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Shen 

& Benson, 2016). Different from the single 

organisational support in traditional research, SES 

takes the school and enterprise as an integrated 

support subject, covering three core content domains: 

cooperation depth, resource investment and 

enterprise mentor support. 

During the internship period, vocational 

students have the dual identity of students and 

quasi-employees, and their growth resources come 

from both schools and enterprises. The integrated 

support perception formed by interns is the core 

factor affecting their internship attitude and 

behaviour (Yang, 2024). Existing domestic studies 

mostly separate school support and enterprise 

support for independent research, while this study 

adopts a dual-organisation integrated framing, which 

is more in line with the actual scenario of vocational 

internship training (Hu et al., 2025). 

 

2.1.3 Work-Related Learning Satisfaction 

(WRLS) 

Work-related learning satisfaction is interns’ 

cognitive evaluation of the content, authenticity and 

progressiveness of work-based learning experience 

during internships. Rooted in work-integrated 

learning theory and work-related learning research, 

this construct includes four core dimensions: 

learning content-job role alignment, professional 

knowledge mastery, progressive learning experience 

and authentic workplace learning context (Cooper et 

al., 2010; Guo et al., 2024). 

WRLS is different from general academic 

learning satisfaction. It focuses on the practical 

learning generated by workplace tasks, reflecting the 
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matching degree between internship training content 

and vocational talent cultivation goals. Empirical 

studies have confirmed that learning satisfaction is 

an important intermediate mechanism for 

transforming institutional support into student 

employment outcomes (Gijbels et al., 2010). 

 

2.1.4 Practical Training Engagement (PTE) 

Practical training engagement originates 

from employee engagement research, referring to 

interns’ simultaneous physical, emotional and 

cognitive immersion in internship practical training 

activities (Kahn, 1990; Rich et al., 2010). It includes 

three fully consistent dimensions: physical 

engagement (energy and effort investment), 

emotional engagement (enthusiasm and identity for 

internship work) and cognitive engagement 

(concentration and attention on practical tasks). 

As a motivational behavioural variable, 

PTE reflects interns’ active investment in internship 

practice. Under the JD-R model, organisational 

support resources can significantly stimulate 

individual work engagement, and then improve 

work performance and practical outcomes (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2007). 

 

2.2 Theoretical Foundations 

This study’s conceptual framework is 

jointly supported by four classic theories, forming a 

complete theoretical logic of "antecedent-

mechanism-outcome-boundary condition". First, 

social exchange theory provides the core underlying 

mechanism. The reciprocal obligation formed by 

interns’ perception of school-enterprise support 

drives their positive learning attitude, practical 

behaviour and positive evaluation of internship 

quality (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano& Mitchell, 2005). 

Second, organisational support theory 

explains the causal relationship between SES and 

outcome variables. The global supportive perception 

of dual organisations can stimulate individuals’ 

reciprocal behaviours, and positively predict 

learning satisfaction, practical engagement and 

employment quality (Kurtessis et al., 2017; 

Eisenberger et al., 2020). 

Third, the JD-R model underpins the motivational 

pathway of PTE. School-enterprise support, as a key 

workplace resource, can activate interns’ practical 

training engagement, and then transform 

behavioural investment into high-quality internship 

outcomes (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

Fourth, work-integrated learning theory supports the 

cognitive pathway of WRLS. Effective school-

enterprise cooperation support ensures the alignment, 

authenticity and progressiveness of workplace 

learning, improves interns’ learning satisfaction, and 

realises the transformation of learning experience to 

labour market value (Winberg et al., 2011; ILO, 

2024). 

 

III. Research Hypotheses Development 
3.1 Direct Effect Hypotheses 

According to organisational support theory, 

sufficient organisational support can effectively 

improve individuals’ attitudinal outcomes. High-

quality school-enterprise cooperation support 

provides interns with professional learning resources, 

systematic mentoring guidance and standardised 

internship environment, which can significantly 

improve their satisfaction with work-related learning 

(Eisenberger et al., 2020). Domestic empirical 

studies have also confirmed that school-enterprise 

cooperation depth and resource investment 

positively predict students’ learning experience 

evaluation (Guo et al., 2024; Liu, 2024). Therefore, 

H1: Perceived school-enterprise support has a 

significant positive effect on work-related learning 

satisfaction. 

Based on the JD-R model, organisational 

support is a critical motivational resource that can 

alleviate individual work pressure and stimulate 

work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

When interns perceive sufficient support from 

schools and enterprises, they will generate positive 

emotional experience, invest more physical and 

cognitive energy in practical training, and form 

high-level practical engagement (Rich et al., 2010). 

Accordingly, H2: Perceived school-enterprise 

support has a significant positive effect on practical 

training engagement. 

From the perspective of social exchange 

theory, interns will form a reciprocal psychological 

contract after obtaining school-enterprise support, 

and generate positive evaluation of internship value. 

High-quality support can optimise internship posts, 

guarantee internship benefits and clarify career 

development direction, and directly improve 

internship employment quality (Tsambou et al., 

2024; Yang, 2024). Thus, H3: Perceived school-

enterprise support has a significant positive direct 

effect on internship employment quality. 

Work-integrated learning theory holds that 

satisfying workplace learning experience can help 

students accumulate professional skills and 

occupational literacy, and improve their labour 

market competitiveness (Cooper et al., 2010). 

Interns with high learning satisfaction can 

effectively transform practical learning into 

employability, and then form positive evaluation of 

internship employment quality (Musa et al., 2025). 
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Therefore, H4: Work-related learning satisfaction 

has a significant positive effect on internship 

employment quality. 

The engagement-performance mechanism 

of the JD-R model shows that high-level work 

engagement can significantly improve individual 

task performance and practical outcomes (Kurtessis 

et al., 2017). Interns with high practical training 

engagement have more sufficient skill training and 

richer workplace experience, which effectively 

improve the comprehensive quality of internship 

employment (Shen & Benson, 2016). Accordingly, 

H5: Practical training engagement has a significant 

positive effect on internship employment quality. 

 

3.2 Mediating Effect Hypotheses 

SES can optimise the internship learning 

environment and improve learning satisfaction, and 

satisfactory learning experience further promotes the 

improvement of internship employment quality. The 

cognitive evaluation of learning experience acts as 

an important intermediate bridge between support 

perception and employment outcomes (Guo et al., 

2024). Therefore, H6: Work-related learning 

satisfaction significantly mediates the relationship 

between perceived school-enterprise support and 

internship employment quality. 

Similarly, SES stimulates interns’ practical 

training engagement, and high behavioural 

investment further improves internship quality. 

Engagement, as a typical motivational mediator, has 

been widely verified in organisational support 

research (Rich et al., 2010; Eisenberger et al., 2020). 

Thus, H7: Practical training engagement 

significantly mediates the relationship between 

perceived school-enterprise support and internship 

employment quality. 

 

3.3 Moderating Effect Hypothesis 

Firm size is a key contextual factor 

affecting the effectiveness of organisational support. 

Large-scale enterprises have more formal HR 

management systems, perfect mentoring 

mechanisms and stable training resources, which 

can amplify the positive effect of school-enterprise 

support on internship quality (Aldrich & Auster, 

1986; Kurtessis et al., 2017). In contrast, small and 

micro enterprises rely on informal management 

modes, and the support effect is unstable. Therefore, 

H8: Firm size positively moderates the direct 

relationship between perceived school-enterprise 

support and internship employment quality, such 

that the positive effect of SES on IEQ is stronger 

when the host firm is larger. 

 

IV. Research Methodology 
4.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a quantitative cross-

sectional survey design, taking vocational college 

interns in Shaanxi Province as the research 

population. PLS-SEM is used for data analysis, 

which is suitable for predictive research with 

complex mediation and moderation models and non-

normal self-report data (Hair et al., 2019). Before 

the formal survey, a pilot study with 60–80 samples 

is conducted to test the reliability and validity of the 

scales, and the formal sample size is guaranteed to 

be more than 400 to meet the empirical analysis 

standards. 

 

4.2 Variable Measurement 

All variables are measured by mature 

scales adapted to the Chinese vocational internship 

context, adopting a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly 

disagree, 5=strongly agree). IEQ is measured by a 

self-developed 7-item scale covering job-skill match, 

income and contract stability, and career satisfaction. 

SES is adapted from the classic SPOS scale, with 8 

items covering cooperation depth, resource 

investment and enterprise mentor support. WRLS 

adopts a 6-item scale focusing on workplace 

learning alignment and satisfaction. PTE uses a 9-

item scale including physical, emotional and 

cognitive engagement. Firm size is divided into four 

ordinal levels according to China’s national 

enterprise classification standards. 

In addition, demographic variables including gender, 

major, internship length and monthly stipend are set 

as control variables to eliminate the interference of 

individual differences on research results. 

 

4.3 Data Analysis Procedure 

First, SPSS is used for descriptive statistics and 

common method bias test (Harman single-factor 

test). Second, PLS-SEM software is used for 

measurement model evaluation, including reliability 

(Cronbach’s α, composite reliability) and validity 

(convergent validity, discriminant validity) testing. 

Third, the structural model is tested to verify direct 

effects, parallel mediation effects (5000 bootstrap 

resamples) and moderation effects. Finally, multi-

group analysis and robustness testing are conducted 

to ensure the stability of research conclusions. 

 

V. Research Gaps and Theoretical 

Contributions 
5.1 Existing Research Gaps 

First, there are conceptual and measurement 

deficiencies of core variables. Existing studies 

mostly measure school-enterprise support from the 
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macro-institutional level, lacking interns’ holistic 

perception of dual-organisation support. Meanwhile, 

IEQ measurement is fragmented, over-reliant on 

objective institutional indicators and lacking 

multidimensional subjective evaluation scales 

adapted to Chinese vocational contexts (Hu et al., 

2025; Ministry of Education of China, 2024). 

Second, the mediating mechanism research 

is insufficient. The cognitive pathway of learning 

satisfaction and the motivational pathway of 

practical engagement are studied separately in 

existing literature, and no research has integrated the 

two parallel mechanisms to analyse the internal 

transmission path of support affecting internship 

quality (Gijbels et al., 2010; Rich et al., 2010). 

Third, boundary condition research is 

missing. Firm size, as a classic HRM moderator, is 

only used as a control variable in vocational 

internship research, and its moderating effect has not 

been systematically verified (Kurtessis et al., 2017). 

Fourth, the research methodology is single. 

Most domestic vocational education studies adopt 

simple statistical analysis, lacking rigorous PLS-

SEM model testing, bootstrap mediation analysis 

and multi-group robustness verification (Hu et al., 

2025). 

 

5.2 Research Contributions 

Theoretically, this study expands 

organisational support theory to the dual-

organisation scenario of school-enterprise 

cooperation, innovatively constructs a parallel 

mediation model of cognitive and motivational 

mechanisms, and supplements the boundary 

condition of firm size in vocational internship 

research, effectively integrating four classic 

theoretical systems to form a complete research 

framework. 

Practically, this study takes western 

Chinese vocational colleges as the research context, 

focuses on regional internship quality differences, 

and provides targeted optimisation suggestions for 

vocational colleges to improve school-enterprise 

cooperation modes and for enterprises to standardise 

internship training management, which has practical 

guiding significance for improving the quality of 

vocational talent cultivation and school-to-work 

transition. 

 

VI. Conclusion and Research Prospects 
This study systematically combed the 

literature of school-enterprise support, learning 

satisfaction, practical engagement and internship 

employment quality, constructed a conceptual 

framework with parallel mediation and moderation 

effects, and proposed eight research hypotheses 

based on multiple theories. The core logical 

framework is clarified: SES positively promotes 

IEQ through improving interns’ work-related 

learning satisfaction and practical training 

engagement, and firm size amplifies the direct 

positive effect of SES on IEQ. 

This study makes up for the deficiencies of 

fragmented variable measurement, single 

mechanism analysis and missing boundary 

conditions in existing research, and enriches the 

theoretical system of school-enterprise cooperation 

and vocational internship quality research. In future 

research, longitudinal tracking data can be adopted 

to verify the dynamic change law of internship 

quality, and individual difference variables such as 

self-directed learning ability can be added to further 

enrich the research model. In addition, multi-group 

comparison among different regions and industries 

can be carried out to explore the heterogeneous 

effects of the model and improve the generalisability 

of research conclusions. 
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