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Abstract: In the context of severely restricted employment opportunities, undertaking an internship
is an important way for students to enhance their employability and sustainable development. The
aim of this study was to judge if the implementation of the Internship Promotion Programme (IPP)
at universities in Zhejiang Province, China, could enhance graduates” employability. We conducted
surveys and interviews with 400 students and 100 business executives who participated in the IPP
during the past 6 years. Based on the collected data and statistical analysis, the findings show that
internships help students to improve their innovative thinking, interpersonal communication abilities
(domestic and international), problem-solving skills, value creation and responsibility. Participants
in the IPP were compared with students who did not take part. The results demonstrated that the
IPP participants exhibited higher capabilities to perform important workplace tasks and that as a
result, they became more attractive to employers. The analysis, therefore, demonstrates a positive
correlation between the internship experience and employability. As a result, it can be concluded
that the IPP improves students’ employability and is beneficial to enhancing the quality of higher
education, and hence the sustainable development of students.
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1. Introduction

The sustainable development of high-quality education is pursued by all countries [1].
An effective method to achieve this objective is to have students participate in internships
that improve their skills and enhance their learning experiences in real-world environments
related to their planned careers [2]. In most cases, students complete internships prior
to their academic graduation [3]. Internships during higher education are considered
to be an important goal pursued by government education ministries in many different
countries [4]. The standard of internships exerts an important impact on the quality of
higher education institutions, but also bring certain challenges. For example, without a
complete training system for internships, schools and enterprises cannot plan, arrange and
guide internship work well. After a few months, interns will feel that they can not learn
the professional knowledge and other content they want to learn. The implementation of
internship programmes can be influenced by numerous issues such as the dynamic diversity
of academics and different kinds of higher education institutions, as well as various other
economic and socio-cultural factors. Duong [3] pointed out that the evaluation of higher
education can be divided into five dimensions: internship level, recruitment level, social
recognition, professional level of teachers and financial investment. Because of their evident
importance, internships have caught the attention of many scholars and have been the
subject of extensive previous research.
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Currently, the employment situation in China is very challenging. In particular, with
the economic downturn following the outbreak of COVID-19, the employment rate of
university graduates has dropped from 97% in 2018 to around 80% in 2020. Meanwhile,
due to continuing enterprise transformation and upgrading, some employers are setting
increasingly high standards for graduates, such as demanding strong problem-solving
capabilities, highly developed team-working and critical thinking skills, and the ability
to create value for the enterprise. Meanwhile, students also hope to exhibit stronger
employability and achieve sustainable development in their careers. At present, there is an
obvious gap between employers’ expectations and the abilities students tend to acquire
during higher education. Therefore, there is a need for a broad range of high-quality
internships to help bridge this gap. However, many employers do not provide an ideal
setting for students to undertake internships as the resources available to support such
work placements are limited due to issues such as regulatory constraints.

Until now, 81 institutions in Zhejiang Province, China, have implemented the In-
ternship Promotion Programme (IPP) over the past six years. This has involved a series
of joint activities by enterprises and students to improve students” workplace skills and
employability. Many previous studies have shown that the IPP provides valuable practical
opportunities for students to develop their job application skills and employment abilities.
This study aims to build on the existing research by finding out how the IPP, by provid-
ing a platform for the integration of resources from industry and higher education and
supporting small and medium-sized enterprises to promote the integration of work and
study. Moreover, the study aims to uncover if the IPP can improve students’ employability
and enhance their ability to find suitable jobs. In the study, we conducted surveys and
interviews with 400 students and 100 business executives who participated in the IPP to
assess its effects and the contributory factors. We also hoped to confirm the important
role and value of the IPP in relation to employability, particularly concerning its effects on
improving students” innovative thinking, interpersonal communication abilities (domestic
and international), problem-solving skills, value creation and responsibility. By investi-
gating the IPP, we aim to improve our understanding of the importance of internships for
the continuing development of students” abilities, especially the skills that enhance their
employability. The basic research process was as follows: Firstly, we collected, analysed
and studied information and cases concerning the main internship activities which are
implemented in the universities of Zhejiang Province, China. Secondly, the internships
available in enterprises, especially the integration of higher education internships with
industry, are discussed. Finally, we draw our conclusion.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Promotion of Employability through Internships

’

According to many previous studies [4-15], a range of factors relating to students
accomplishments during university are used to evaluate their future employability. These
include academic literacy and cross-cultural communication. In order to deal with the
employment challenges of college students, the Chinese government has implemented a
number of policies to encourage universities to develop Internship Promotion Programmes
(IPP), to mobilise enterprises to provide more high-quality internship positions and to
enhance the effectiveness and quality of internships. Many outcomes revealed in prior
research allow us to conclude that internship programmes improve students” employabil-
ity [11-15]. However, it is also apparent that the internships offered by different enterprises
result in significantly different outcomes. Zayed [16] found that the IPP requires enter-
prises to actively participate in internships, provide high-quality positions for students,
improve their employability and raise the overall quality of the higher education sector.
Moreover, the capabilities that are cultivated during internships, such as practical working
ability, leadership decision-making, communication, critical thinking, etc., also promote
the sustainable development of students’ careers. Some studies have shown that in many
universities, there is no significant difference in the employability between students who
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have participated in the IPP and those who have not, due to the lack of relevance of some
of the internships which are offered to students, the unwillingness of certain enterprises to
fully participate in the programme and due to many internships lasting for less than six
months, which is often deemed the minimum amount of time which students need to gain
tangible benefits. Therefore, it is apparent that the relevance, duration and commitment
that enterprises are willing to devote to internships play a crucial role in improving the
competitiveness of students in the job market and the sustainable development of their
careers [17-20].

To date, numerous scholars have tried to analyse the relationship between internships
and students” academic studies. To this end, researchers have designed questionnaires,
built data models and utilised a series of statistical methods in an attempt to reveal the
relationship. In a recent study [21], it was found that while undertaking an internship tends
to improve a student’s academic studies, it can also have some adverse effects. Specifically,
such a situation was found with Columbia University’s “Entry to Practice Programme”.
Although the programme was found to be effective in improving students’ skills such as
their leadership, innovation ability and interpersonal communication, etc., students found
that due to the pressure of their university studies and their limited time for additional
activities that they were not able to fully participate in their internships and therefore that
they were unable to derive the full benefits such placements could potentially provide.
Thus it is vital to consider the balance between internships and academic study and to
consider practical hindrances to students undertaking internships.

2.2. The Internship Promotion Programme in Universities in Zhejiang Province

In Zhejiang Province, many universities began to implement the Internship Promotion
Programme after the 1990s [18]. Recently, graduate unemployment has increased due to
issues such as an inability among many graduates to adapt to the intense overtime working
that is often required by companies in contemporary China (such as the infamous “996”
working pattern, i.e., 9 am to 9 pm, 6 days-a-week). The main reason for unemployed grad-
uates to do with the mismatch between the number of people graduating from universities
in China and the number of graduate positions that are available, i.e., it is linked to the
massive expansion of higher education enrolment that occurred in the late 1990s and the
effect of this reform creating an imbalance between graduate supply and demand. Further-
more, the phenomenon of unemployed graduates has recently been compounded by the
economic slowdown caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [19]. Taken together these factors
are causing educational institutions to pay more attention to the content and effectiveness
of the IPP and the internships which they offer, to strengthen their provision of ethics
education and the professional quality of students, so as to enhance students” workplace
adaptability and to prevent any further decline in the graduate employment rate [20].

Zhejiang is an economically developed province on the east coast of China. It has
a long history of providing internships during higher education and is renowned for
promoting innovation or entrepreneurship [21]. In Zhejiang, many measures have been
implemented to improve the quality of internships. These include the development of an
internship education management system and the expansion of the range of internship
resources and channels through which they are available. The Zhejiang provincial govern-
ment has also encouraged many powerful and successful enterprises to actively participate
in the IPP and to collaborate with universities and colleges (including companies from the
Fortune Global 500 and many local high-tech enterprises) [22].

A graduate survey concerning the employment situation of graduates in Zhejiang
Province from 2010 to 2015, found that many graduates leave their jobs due to reasons
such as having a major that is unsuitable for their position, a low salary, an inappropriate
working environment, and dissatisfaction with one’s career development prospects. Over
the survey period, the graduate resignation rate rose continuously (specifically the survey
found that about one-third of graduates quit their roles within three years, a phenomenon
especially common among those with liberal arts majors such as economics and law). To
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counter this trend, local governments have introduced numerous employment policies
to promote graduate recruitment, and universities have also created various forms of
internship programmes to improve students’ participation in and acceptance of internships.
They have also pursued solutions such as establishing university—enterprise cooperation
committees, building various internship bases which provide The actual work scene of
interns, implementing the “dual tutor” system between enterprises and universities, es-
tablishing standardised management systems and regular communication mechanisms
between universities and enterprises. In the past three years, the graduate survey also
shows that through the IPP and the formulation of the corresponding policies detailed
above, the participation of students in internships has increased significantly, the grad-
uate resignation rate has reduced substantially and students” career sustainability has
improved [23].

In terms of employers, the Zhejiang provincial government has introduced a number
of policies and measures to help companies participate in the IPP, and have provided funds
to subsidise internships. For example, they have provided funding to introduce innovation
and entrepreneurship policies for university graduates. As a result of these measures, the
willingness of enterprises to participate in the IPP has been greatly enhanced, which in
turn has made the communication and cooperation mechanism between universities, gov-
ernment and enterprises concerning internships more efficient and harmonious. However,
the graduate survey results also show that although the number of students participating
in the IPP is rising, only 40% of completed internships last longer than 3 months and
therefore that the programme still suffers from some significant problems. Possible reasons
for these problems include: (a) many students must spend a long time looking for a job
(this makes students less willing to participate in the IPP for an extended period), (b) new
graduates do not have a clear idea about whether participating in the IPP will benefit their
careers over the long-term. Moreover, only a few universities in Zhejiang Province, such
as Zhejiang University, have implemented overseas internship programmes to broaden
students’ international vision and to help them acquire advanced communication skills,
such as proficiency in English. Furthermore, many of the students who do participate in
international IPPs do so through foreign intermediary institutions, rather than via long-
term cooperation between Chinese and foreign universities. However, because the primary
aim of these intermediary institutions is often to earn money this means that they tend
to focus on the number of internships that they arrange rather than their quality which
consequently undermines the standard and effectiveness of the international internships.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Design of a Survey to Assess the IPP

Different items were designed to interview students who have participated in the
IPP at universities in Zhejiang Province. The survey title was “The correlation between
individual employability, career sustainability and the IPP” (Table A1 in Appendix A). The
survey included measures to assess students’ feelings by asking them to choose suitable
items relating to employability and sustainability according to the literature [24-27]. In IPP,
the university will build the bridges between enterprises and students through university—
enterprise cooperation committees, regularly releasing a number of internships positions
and organising the students systematically into enterprises. All these could improve the
students” understanding of all kinds of practice. The local government also provided some
funds to intern students and enterprises. However, enterprises are required to provide a
systematic internship plan, and students are required to write and hand in a systematic
internship report.

In addition, a set of IPP questionnaire items were also included in the survey. Through
this study, we aimed to evaluate and monitor the practical effects of the IPP and its
importance to educational policy guidance. The system included the degree of IPP project
completion, the degree of training target realisation, the normal operation, and the degree
of sufficient funds [28]. Both qualitative and quantitative measures were used to judge the
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internship level. Every year from 2015 to 2020, 200 students and 50 employees who have
participated in the IPP were chosen to provide data about the impact of the programme on
their enterprise capabilities. Specifically, we wanted to evaluate the IPP’s effects according
to the following dimensions: (i) the definition of employability development; (ii) the
advantages of the IPP; (iii) achievement of educational goals; (iv) IPP curriculum system
construction; (v) where does IPP innovation need to come from; (vi) IPP mentor’s training
and capacity enhancement.

3.2. Participants

A total of 400 students from four different types of educational institutions participated
in the study (half male and half female): 100 from first-class universities, 100 from provincial
universities, 100 from applied colleges, and 100 from vocational colleges. The students
from every group were divided into two categories. The first comprised students who
had participated in the IPP. The second comprised students who had not taken part in the
IPP. Those who participated in the IPP began undertaking their internships in October
2015 (T1). All survey tables were then returned in October 2020 (T2). The average age of
graduates in the programme was 22 years (standard deviation 0.5). A total of 100 business
executives also participated in the survey.

Prior to the survey, all students were required to complete a consent form and were
asked to confirm that they would complete the survey carefully and truthfully. They were
reassured that all their data would be treated confidentially.

3.3. Data Collection and Analytical Approach

The questionnaire used standardised words, and each respondent was asked the same
questions. No arbitrary explanation or subjective questions were used in the questionnaire
to avoid potential investigator bias. Furthermore, the anonymised approach used in the
research was intended to mitigate psychological pressure and any possible concerns of the
participants when they were answering sensitive questions.

During each interview, the interview team invited the interviewees one by one into a
quiet room and asked them to focus on completing the questionnaire. Before the question-
naire survey, respondents were required to sign an informed consent form and to confirm
that they would complete the questionnaire by themselves. No personal information was
collected during this process. After each participant completed the survey the interviewer
checked the questionnaire to make sure there were no omitted items.

The study applied SPSS to analyse the data collected from the survey. The researchers
ensured that the participants had a complete understanding of the entire analysis process
and that the data analysis results were verified

4. Assessment of the Impact of the IPP on the Employability of Students

In Zhejiang Province, China, many local businesses and governments start internships
for students a year before graduation [20]. They regularly hold recruitment events at
colleges and universities related to their particular industries. Such events are used to
publicise the operation status of enterprises, the availability and details of internship
positions, and to recruit students for management trainee positions [20]. After an internship
agreement is reached between an employer and a graduate, the company will design an
internship plan and quantitative goals for the candidate. The employer will also guarantee
the necessary internship scholarships are available for the student. Some universities and
enterprises will also jointly create a certain number of university—enterprise cooperation
institutions. According to the nature of the occupational requirements of enterprises,
internship equipment ensure the quality of the internship.

According to the survey report, only 30 per cent of students participated in the
IPP in 2015, and only around 30 per cent of these participants completed a six-month
placement. However, since then this situation has gradually improved. As Figure 1 shows
the proportion of students who participated in the IPP has risen from 30% in 2015 to 50%
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in 2020. In terms of duration, no more than 20% of the students who participated in the
internship programme did so for more than 6 months. Approximately only 10% completed
an internship lasting for a period of one month.

—&— Internship period longer than 6 months
—@— Students participated in internship

50

40

30+

%

20+

10+

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year

Figure 1. The number and percentage of higher education students who participated in the IPP in
Zhejiang Province, 2015-2020.

4.1. Analysis and Assessment of IPP Indices

Based on the main survey of IPP in Zhejiang Province (2015-2020), the study has
analysed the internships of students, teachers and management teams, curriculum and
teaching, and the international cooperation status of 81 universities in Zhejiang Province.
The overall level and individual level of the internships of colleges and universities in
the province have been ranked using the internship effects. From the ranking data, it
can be seen that Zhejiang University, the University of Ningbo Nottingham and Zhejiang
Normal University are the top three universities with authorised master and doctoral
programmes in Zhejiang Province in terms of their overall internship level. Zhejiang
University of Science and Technology, Zhejiang Yuexiu Foreign Languages University and
Zhejiang Police College ranked first, second and third in terms of their overall internship
level among other undergraduate universities in Zhejiang Province. Zhejiang Sports
Vocational College, Ningbo City Vocational and Technical College and Yiwu Industrial
and Commercial Vocational and Technical College were the top three internship vocational
colleges in Zhejiang Province.

As of 2020, the total number of internship programmes was 322 in all universities of
Zhejiang Province. The universities have established a large number of internship places.
The objective of establishing internship bases is to help students to find internship posts
more easily and to accumulate internship experience and thereby to enhance their profes-
sional adaptability. Simultaneously, it is also designed to promote the major articulation of
the curriculum and internships. Every year, about 130,000 students in Zhejiang are sent
to these places to take part in the IPP. In the past six years, the number of IPP experts
including teachers and enterprise faculties in the universities has been stable at around
5000 each year, while the number of experts with more than one year of employment and
senior professional positions has been increasing by around 10% per year. In the last year,
the universities in Zhejiang Province began to revise their curricula to better incorporate
the IPP. For instance, some universities have ordered all major course programmes to revise
their teaching plans and to establish an internship examination system as part of their
syllabus. In addition, the curriculum structure has been reformed to significantly increase
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the number of discussion classes and to provide students with a large amount of self-study
time and reading lists in relation to internships.

For the students who have participated in the IPP, Table 1 shows the T test values of the
IPP across the five dimensions of employability, i.e., “Innovative thinking” (¢ (80) = 1.15,
p < 0.05, n2 = 0.02), “Interpersonal communication” (¢ (80) = 0.54, p < 0.05, n2 = 0.07),
“Problem-solving skills” (¢ (80) = 1.38, p < 0.05, N2 = 0.05), “Value creation” (t (80) = 0.38,
p < 0.05,m? = 0.07) and “Responsibility” (¢ (80) = 1.02, p < 0.05, n? = 0.05). Taken together,
these findings show that the students who participated in the IPP have better skills and
therefore employability than those in the non-IPP group.

Table 1. Average scores of employability between IPP and non-IPP groups.

Index of Employability IPP Group (N = 80) Non-IPP Group (N = 80)
Average [t] n? Average [t] n?
Innovative thinking 452 1.15 0.02 3.53 212 0.06
Interpersonal communication 4.21 0.54 0.02 3.42 2.32 0.05
Problem-solving skills 422 1.32 0.09 3.71 1.87 0.05
Value creation 4.23 1.38 0.07 3.65 1.11 0.04
Responsibility 413 1.02 0.05 3.65 1.13 0.04

We have also assumed that the salary of graduates in their first job reflects the employ-
ment quality and the employability of students. Table 2 shows the possibility of obtaining
a high salary job (>10,000 Chinese yuan) by students in the IPP and non-IPP groups. The
results show that the chances of the students in the IPP group (32.2%) of attaining a high
salary position were significantly higher than those in the non-IPP groups (20.66%).

Table 2. High salary acquisition rate in IPPs.

N %

% of participants in IPP Group who
obtained a high salary job 180 32.14
%o of participants in non-IPP Group 190 2066

who obtained a high salary job

As for the dimensions of employability of IPP students, the p-value of the Chi2 test
was higher than 0.1 (0.234). The questions that participants were asked to evaluate the
effectiveness of their internships are shown in Table 3. Not all students completed the
questionnaire. Therefore, we only collected 320 complete responses. In total, 85% of the
IPP group and 78% of the non-IPP group completed the questionnaire at the end of their
internships. In order to facilitate SPSS analysis, 5-point Likert scales were used. Based
on the above results, we can infer that there is a difference in employability between IPP
students and non-IPP students.

Table 3 shows a bivariate analysis of the results of the student questionnaire. The
data analysis reveals a clear gap between students who participated in the IPP and those
who did not in terms of their job competence and their professional ability. Specifically,
the data show that the variation between the groups was statistically significant. Students
who participated in the IPP reported that they believed that after their internships, they
had a better understanding of corporate culture, were more competent when completing
important tasks, and that their professionalism had improved significantly. In addition,
they reported that they had enhanced innovation and communication abilities, with a 90%
confidence level. In contrast, the results show that they were less satisfied with the salary
offered by the companies in which they undertook their internships, with a confidence
level of 85%.
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Table 3. Student questionnaire—bivariate analysis for the IPP and non-IPP groups.

Indices Bivariate Analysis p-Value
Has the mterpshlp contributed to your Chi2 0.020
professional development?
Evaluate your acceptapce of thg enterprise through Chi2 0321
the internship
Evaluate the cor}trlbuhon of the .mternshlp to your Chi2 0.236
interpersonal skills
Evaluate the impact of the internship on your ability to p
. . L Chi 0.043
practice engineering in the workplace
Evaluate the 1mpac.t of th.e 1r.1ternsh1p on your Chi2 0.032
creative thinking
Evaluate the effectiveness of the internship in improving Chi2 0.065

your professionalism
Evaluate how satisfied you are with your internship Chi? 0.211
Evaluate the effectiveness of the management system in 2
. . Chi 0.054
the internship programme
Evaluate how the internship will contribute to your

2
future career sustainability Chi 0-103

4.2. Validity Index and Evaluation of the Influence of the IPP

In order to test the validity index and to evaluate the influence of the IPP on national
teaching in colleges and universities, another statistical method was used. We also es-
timated the level of internship development of students from 81 institutions of higher
education and conducted a correlation analysis between global competitiveness indices
and econometric models. To better understand how IPP works it is necessary to provide a
brief explanation. The Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) is a system that uses economic
competitiveness to determine a company’s ranking in the world. The selection of some
variables i.e., execution and communication level, is explained by theoretical and empirical
research [26-30], and such an index can be used to support students’ sustainable develop-
ment. In general, students with high employment competitiveness tend to enjoy higher
salaries and benefits and have a better chance of working in Fortune 500 companies. With
ongoing improvements to institutional factors, education and the quality of the workforce,
it is important for students to continuously acquire new knowledge and skills during their
internships if they wish to achieve the sustainable development of their individual abili-
ties. If they fail to do so, graduates will encounter difficulties in finding high-quality and
well-remunerated employment. Following analysis of the relevant data of each university
and college, the authors believe that it is crucial to promote the sustainable development of
students’ personal abilities as indicated by the innovation and entrepreneurship index (in-
novative thinking), the continuous learning ability index (problem-solving, value creation)
and the market competitiveness index (value creation, responsibility, problem-solving,
communication) [31-34].

To establish the correlation between IPP participation and employability, we used the
least square method to build a linear model. The results show that the model can accurately
reflect the relationship between participation and employability. The regression equation is
as follows:

Demp =b X Djy +a (1)

In the equation, Dy is an estimated value of the employability indicator; b is the
model coefficient; D;,; is the level of internship participation for the students; 2 is a model
coefficient equal to the value of D¢y when D;y,; = 0. The b factor was defined according to
(2) and (3):

Z?:](Dint - Dclav) X (Dhei — Dheav) (2)
Z?:](Dint - Dcluv)z)

a= Dheav —bx Dcluv (3)

b=
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where Dy, is the value of internship effects without participating in the IPP; Dy, is the
level of higher education development which is used in the IPP; n = 50. b was set as 0.8122,
and a was 11.63 [35]. Following this, Equation (3) was revised as follows:

Demp = 0.8122 Dy +11.63 (4)

We further calculated the degree of participant variable (D) on the variation of the
variable Dj,,;, and the relative factor R? could be calculated according to (5):

2
):?:1<Dheiest - Dheav)

R* = -
E?:l (Demp - Dheav)

©)

5. Analysis and Discussion

On the basis of the results and data presented in Section 4, we drew a calibration curve
between students’ participation in the IPP and their employability in Figure 2. From this,
we obtained the correlation coefficient of the regression equation (R? = 0.8465). As R? > 0.5,
the results imply that there is a strong correlation between IPP participation and students’
employability. In addition, we found that 54% of the change of variable Dy, is caused by
the change of variable D;,;;, which indicates that all parameters set in the trend line have a
good correlation degree and that the result is therefore robust.

801 y= 08122x+1163 R=0.8465 = "
. o
e 704 n | e
[} u 7 m
€ "o
= 60 | | ///
o b e n
£ = . .
O 50 m -
8 P
(o] L] //
> . -
= 40 = u . .
2 "
© -
g 30 /./ LI | - =)
n
20 H ]
T T T T T T T T T T T T T
20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Level of internship (0 — 100)

Figure 2. The dependency of the employment sustainability on the internship level after participating
in the IPP.

The above analysis demonstrates that the internship development factor D;,; and
the employment sustainability value Dy exhibit similar dynamics. In order to further
determine the correlation between the development level of the IPP and the sustainable
development of higher education, we drew a calibration curve through Formula (6) and
obtained the correlation coefficient:

"Dint _ Z?:l(Dint - Dclav) X (Dfmp - Dheav)
Dii 2 2
hei \/E?:l (Dint - Dcluv) X E?:l (Demp - Dheav)

(6)

It can be seen from the calculation that rD;,;/Dy,; is equal to 0.735. According to
Quendler [36], there is a linear relationship between rD;,; and Dj,;, and R? is in the range
of 0.7-0.9. This shows that students’ participation in the IPP has a significantly positive
correlation with the sustainability of higher education.

The above analysis implies that the breadth and depth of both domestic and inter-
national internships are key factors to improving their higher education competitiveness.
In addition, due to the causal relationship between the level of the IPP improvement
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and the level of innovation, we can say that the development level of the above indica-
tors determines the employment quality of students from the universities and colleges in
Zhejiang Province.

5.1. Main Factors That Influence the Sustainable Development of Students’
International Competence

There are many factors that affect the sustainable development of overseas internships,
including a range of economic, social, personal and other issues. For example, a student’s
willingness to work in a foreign country, or the difficulty they have in obtaining an overseas
internship are both relevant. One of the most prominent obstacles is the language barrier
faced by many students, while another relates to a lack of sufficient financial support. More
than 50 colleges and universities in Zhejiang Province, as well as both the provincial and
other local governments, offer financial aid to support students who study overseas or who
wish to undertake internships in transnational corporations through international exchange
programmes. Students can also study courses at partner universities and seek courses
with English-medium instruction. Although many universities in Zhejiang Province have
established good relationships with numerous German and French companies, the lan-
guage barrier makes it difficult for many students to succeed in obtaining internships
in Germany or France. This is because most students speak English poorly, and from a
global perspective, the dominant position of English is undeniable. There is no way to
actively grasp more resources and the challenge to learn how to use new technologies. In
contemporary society, the wave of global information and new technologies are having a
significant influence on students” attitudes to learning. It must be noted that many Chinese
students now undertake internships with overseas companies, but that such internships
are typically unpaid, as most companies remain unwilling to pay interns. Students who
undertook placements in more than 300 overseas companies fed back data on their experi-
ences through the website and Scopus. This data suggests that students” willingness to go
abroad has been rising, and the reason for this is that there are a lot of foreign companies
located in Zhejiang and they have been able to arrange overseas internships in the location
of their parent companies. However, due to the pandemic, many internships have had to
be undertaken online. These have a positive and lasting effect on students’ mobility.

5.2. Effects of the IPP on Students in Zhejiang Province

According to the survey, the authors grouped the different types of internship pro-
grammes offered by various types of educational institutions into the categories depicted
in Table 4.

Table 4. Internship Promotion Programme (IPP) comparison between different categories of educational institutions in

Zhejiang Province.

Categories of IPPs First-Class Universities Pr‘ovmc'lfil Colleges Higher Vocational
Universities Schools
Participants Grade 1 to 4 3rd year 3rd year 3rd year
4-8 weeks 4-8 weeks o
Term Several months 8-12 weeks 8-12 weeks 85% less than a month
Participants % More than half More than half More than half Less than 10% of students
Relationship with Strongly influenced Prerequisite for hiring Prerequisite for hiring Almost non-existent
employment
allowance Mostly paid Not paid Not paid Not paid
Abolition of

Recent events affecting
internships

Discovery of human

. . Start of tuition increase
mismatch in industry

recruitment agreement
for college graduates

Internships undertaken during higher education are a period of training before em-
ployment. Students are required to apply and test their theoretical knowledge in the context
of real work, in order to develop their professional abilities. Williams and Lee [13] (p. 10)
declared that internships can help students to deepen their relationships with one another.
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They also stated that internships can increase students” communication and cooperation
skills and help them to develop relaxed personalities and strong executive abilities [13].

Williams’ study [14] showed that internships reflect the connection between society
and university curricula. They declared that nothing is more important than learning
skills during an internship and that this is the fundamental purpose of such placements.
From our study, it can be seen that the IPP strengthened the innovative thinking and the
responsibilities of the participants. Munadi [15] and Leutwyler [16] also indicated that
internships can increase students’ cross-cultural communication skills. From our study, we
also found that IPPs can help students to establish the outlook of value. In line with Lee’s
idea, Robson [18] also argued that there are multi-dimensional effects from participating in
internships and that internships can help students to better understand themselves.

We believe that the IPP process has the biggest effect on students’ communication
abilities [30,35-38]. Different internship environments assist students to develop excellent
communication skills. Fluent communication in English by teachers and students is partic-
ularly important [15]. From this perspective, another benefit of the IPP is to help teachers to
increase their teaching capacity. Furthermore, teachers must adhere to the learner-centred
results-oriented concept and build a bridge between teachers and enterprises, to help
realise mutually beneficial outcomes. In the whole process of the IPP, teachers and students
are deeply involved in the production practices of society and enterprises. As a result, they
achieve mutual trust with enterprises [36]. Therefore, the IPP fully embodies the student-
centred concept, builds an effective communication channel between government and
enterprises, and enhances the cooperative learning spirit of teachers and students [38,39].

This study has shown that participating in the IPP improves students” employability.
In addition, the study has also demonstrated that the IPP enhances students’ creativity,
sense of social responsibility and professional quality, and leads students to develop a
strong sense of shared identity with enterprises, which also makes them more willing to
create value for enterprises. These outcomes are crucial in helping students to stand out
in the highly competitive contemporary Chinese jobs market. The IPP can also improve
students’ confidence, problem-solving abilities, coordination and communication skills
and leadership. Furthermore, the IPP can help students to establish a good social network
and to successfully apply theoretical knowledge learned in class in real-world settings [31].
As for enterprises, they benefit from the IPP by being brought into contact with more
outstanding students who may come to identify with a particular enterprise’s culture
through undertaking an internship at that enterprise. The dynamic and in-depth communi-
cation between the two sides can enrich both enterprises and campus culture. This kind of
cross-cultural communication opens up entrepreneurial thinking and makes enterprises
more willing to accept interns. Long-term and in-depth internships undoubtedly augment
students” employability and their sustainable development.

6. IPP’s Important Role in Promoting Sustainability of Higher Education

The quality of employment of university graduates will be directly related to the
sustainable development of higher education. Higher education must move beyond the
responsibility to prepare students to live in the world as it will be. In other words, higher
education must embrace the responsibility to prepare students to shape the world in
which they will live. In the context of the market economy, the fundamental driving
force to promote the development of higher education is not the subjective desire of the
universities, nor the administrative power of the government, but the social demand.
Therefore, colleges and universities shall pay close attention to the national and regional
industrial structure adjustment and social and economic development. At the same time,
the universities and colleges shall make a proper investigation of the talent market demand,
and take full advantage of the flexibility of running the schools and adjust the policies of
the internship programme.

In the study, we can find that IPP in Zhejiang Province, aiming to follow the market and
enterprise demands closely, is closely related to the market demands in terms of the arrange-
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ment of internship contents and settings of internship links. IPP can ensure that students’
internship and enterprise demands are closely connected, thus enhancing students” employ-
ability. In addition to improving students’ practical ability, IPP strengthens the training of
students’ sustainable development ability and establishes a solid communication bridge
between universities and employers, which is conducive to promoting the building-up of
internship places for the enterprises and enhancing employment through the internship.
Therefore, it will surely promote the sustainable development of higher education.

7. Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the factors that influence the employa-
bility of students from the universities and colleges which offer internships as part of
their courses. To this end, we firstly designed and conducted a survey of the Internship
Promotion Programme (IPP) in different universities in Zhejiang Province. Statistical data
were selected and discussed throughout the study. The results showed that the IPP can
promote the breadth and depth of internships. To achieve good outcomes from internships,
university administrators, teachers, enterprises and students need to work together to
formulate detailed and feasible plans to ensure sufficient internship time, rich and in-depth
internship content, collaborative partnerships and a suitable internship programme.

The study has made three significant contributions to promoting the sustainable
development of higher education. First, it confirms the IPP’s value in enhancing students’
employability in the aspects of innovative thinking, communication abilities (domestic and
international), problem-solving skills, value creation and responsibility. Second, we have
uncovered the contributory factors concerning how undertaking an internship influences
the employability and sustainable development of students during the implementation
of the IPP. Simultaneously, we have found that the IPP facilitates enterprises to select
promising employees innovatively and competently. Finally, the IPP presents an excellent
means of integrating higher education with industry. Specifically, it optimises the benefits
and interests of both parties, which is in line with the national strategy in China of more
effectively integrating universities with enterprises.

However, it is also important to note that there are some challenges that still affect the
integration of industry and higher education. Firstly, a more stable mechanism between
government, educational institutions and industry need to be established to make more
flexible and reliable policies. Secondly, the participation of industry needs to be increased
to provide more internship opportunities and to optimise the procedures for their im-
plementation. Finally, there is a shortage of overseas enterprises participating in the IPP.
Therefore, increasing the number of overseas enterprises and widening the international
vision of students through the IPP should be the focus of future initiatives.
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Appendix A
Institution: Tutors: Name:
Major: Period: Year: Month:—Year: Month:

Table Al. Internship survey questionnaire.

No Items
Have you take.n part in the internship Yes 0 No 0O
promotion programme?
Scale of evaluation Perfect Good Fair Bad
10 8 6 4

The college has established a sound management system

! for graduation and organises study for students
2 Do you have a copy of the internship practice guide and
the practice plan which need to be completed?

Practice guidance can combine theory with practice, the

3 guidance of teachers can solve problems in the process of

your internship in a timely manner

4 The internship site meets the internship requirements

5 The internship schedule is reasonable

6 Your ability to observe, analyse and solve practical

problems has improved
7 Could the necessary practical foundation be set up after
completing the IPP?
8 Have you improved your social communication skills?
Has the internship cultivated your ability to bear
9 hardship, your ability to work hard, your team-working

skills, and your pioneering and innovative spirit?
Has it helped you to understand pioneering information
10 in your professional field and the professional needs
of employers?

Total points:
Overall rating: (Excellent: total score >90; Good: score >80; Qualified: >60)
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