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ABSTRACT

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Aims: This study aims to examine how high-intensity, digitally managed vocational internships can integrate technical skill development with moral education. Despite policy mandates advocating the integration of moral education and technical training, effective pedagogical mechanisms for mediating value tensions between schools and digitally governed enterprises during internships remain underdeveloped. Specifically, it investigates how the Two-Way Empowerment model operates as a mediating mechanism to bridge school-based educational values and enterprise logic in digitally managed internship contexts.
Study design: Instrumental qualitative case study with a longitudinal, interpretivist orientation.
Place and Duration of Study: Alibaba Employment Internship Base in partnership with a Chinese vocational institution, over a 12-month internship cycle (2025 cohort).
Methodology: Thirty final-year interns from Business English and CBEC programs participated. Data were collected through weekly STAR-P reflective logs, three-wave semi-structured interviews, and non-participant observations at the internship site. Analysis integrated narrative inquiry and thematic analysis, with triangulation across data sources to trace shifts in meaning-making, action-value integration, and expressions of professional agency over time.
Results: Interns initially reported pronounced alienation and moral-technical conflict under algorithmic monitoring, throughput targets, and strict error-control practices. Following implementation of the Dual-Tutor System and STAR-P reflection, participants increasingly reframed critical incidents through mentor-supported interpretation and demonstrated progressively stronger coherence between technical actions and ethical, societal, and policy-relevant reasoning, as evidenced by longitudinal improvements in narrative integration across reflective logs.
Conclusion: The findings indicate that culturally responsive dual-mentor mediation combined with STAR-P narrative scaffolding can help convert digitally structured internship pressures into structured opportunities for technical learning and moral-professional formation. The Two-Way Empowerment model offers a practicable approach for embedding moral education within vocational training processes.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, China’s vocational education system has undergone a strategic shift from an expansion-oriented model to one that explicitly prioritizes quality and holistic development. The revised Vocational Education Law of the People’s Republic of China and related policy documents reposition vocational education as an equally important type of education and mandate the integrated cultivation of “moral character” and “technical skill” rather than narrow skill training alone (Chen et al., 2024). In this policy framework, vocational institutions are expected to produce graduates who are not only technically competent, but also capable of ethical judgment, social responsibility, and resilient engagement with rapidly changing labor markets (Ye & Kuang, 2025).
However, translating this policy mandate into practice has proven particularly difficult in the context of internships, which are intended to function as the bridge between school-based learning and workplace participation. Comparative research on vocational education and training systems consistently highlights a structural disconnect between what is taught in school and what is required at work (Pilz, 2017). In the Chinese context, ideological and political education and moral education are often delivered through stand-alone, lecture-based courses that are temporally and spatially separated from technical training and production practice (Huo et al., 2025). When students enter enterprises, they frequently confront what Lave and Wenger (1991) describe as a “reality shock”: instead of a smooth transition into a community of practice, they encounter organizational logic that prioritizes efficiency, throughput, and error minimization. As a result, the values articulated in the classroom are experienced as abstract and fragile, easily overshadowed by the imperatives of the workplace.
This tension is intensified in the platform-based digital economy. Logistics hubs and e-commerce warehouses are exemplary sites of what Marx theorized as labor alienation (Chervenak & McCullough, 2019), now mediated through algorithmic management. Empirical studies describe contemporary logistics centers as “digital discipline” in which workers’ movements, speed, and errors are continuously tracked by opaque digital systems (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). Research on youth and student labor in China indicates that interns in such environments are often positioned as cheap, flexible labor rather than learners, which leads to feelings of commodification, powerlessness, and meaninglessness (Pun et al., 2024). These experiences stand in stark contrast to policy calls for cultivating a “spirit of craftsmanship” and a “labor spirit,” and they risk turning the internship into a site where alienation is reproduced rather than overcome (Franco et al., 2019; Jordan & Matzke, 2025).
At the same time, the internship remains a theoretical “black box” in much of the literature. Evaluations tend to rely on quantitative indicators such as completion rates, employment outcomes, or supervisor ratings, which say little about how students interpret their experiences or internalize professional values (Yan, 2025). Two types of mediating tools are particularly underdeveloped. First, there is a lack of culturally responsive mechanisms that can translate between the “school context” and the “enterprise context.” Culturally responsive teaching (CRT), originally formulated to address ethnic and linguistic diversity (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Liu et al., 2025b), has more recently been extended to vocational education and organizational cultures (Alhanachi et al., 2021). Yet it has rarely been applied to the specific problem of reconciling educational values with market-driven enterprise logic in Chinese internships. Second, there is a shortage of structured reflective tools that capture the moral dimension of professional learning. While the reflective practitioner (Schön, 2017) and narrative inquiry approaches (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022) have shown that professionals construct identity through stories about practice, existing tools such as the STAR (Situation, Task, Action, Result) framework largely focus on behavioral competence and outcomes. They seldom require students to articulate the value-based or political-philosophical reasoning underlying their actions (Olivares et al., 2020).
This study responds to these intertwined challenges by proposing and examining a “Two-Way Empowerment” model for high-intensity vocational internships. Conceptually, the model integrates two strands of theory that have rarely been combined in this context: culturally responsive mentorship and structured narrative reflection. On the one hand, a CRT-informed Dual-Tutor System positions school mentors and enterprise mentors as cultural mediators who jointly translate between educational and organizational value systems, rather than merely supervising technical performance. On the other hand, the STAR-P framework (Situation, Task, Action, Result, Philosophical reflection) extends the conventional STAR model by explicitly requiring students to connect their technical actions to broader ethical, ideological, or societal meanings. Together, these components are designed to convert experiences of alienation into opportunities for agency and to structurally couple moral reflection with technical practice in the flow of everyday work.
Empirically, the study adopts an instrumental case study design (Owens et al., 2021) situated in the Alibaba Employment Internship Base of a Chinese vocational institution. The base is an archetypal example of a digitally managed, high-throughput logistics environment. Rather than treating this setting as an idiosyncratic case, the research uses it as a “critical case” to stress-test whether the Two-Way Empowerment model can support the development of professional identity under conditions where alienation is most likely to occur.
The overarching purpose of the study is to illuminate the mechanisms through which culturally responsive mentorship and structured narrative reflection can mediate the school–enterprise divide and foster professional agency among vocational interns in the digital economy. To this end, the study addresses the following research questions:
(1) How do vocational interns initially experience and interpret their work in an digitally managed e-commerce logistics internship base?
(2) In what ways does the Two-Way Empowerment model, combining a CRT-informed Dual-Tutor System and the STAR-P narrative framework, reshape interns’ understandings of labor, ethics, and professional responsibility over time?
(3) How do these processes contribute to integrating moral education and technical training in vocational internships, and what implications do they hold for the design of high-quality vocational education in China and beyond?

2. Literature Review

2.1 Structural Disconnect Between Moral and Technical Education

Comparative research shows that technical and vocational education and training (TVET) systems worldwide struggle to balance short-term labor market demands with broader educational purposes such as civic formation, ethical awareness, and personal development (Pilz, 2017). In many systems, institutional success is measured primarily through employment rates, qualification numbers, and alignment with industry standards, which structurally privileges technical skills over wider educational aims (Fuller & Unwin, 2003). 
In China, recent reforms explicitly call for the “simultaneous cultivation” of professional skill and moral character, yet empirical analyses indicate that this ambition is difficult to realize. Liu et al. (2024) show that teaching and assessment in Chinese TVET schools remain heavily oriented toward technical competence and examination performance. A critical policy analysis by Wu and Ye (2018) similarly finds that national reform documents strongly foreground value education, but local interpretations tend to translate reform into updating technical curricula and improving employment statistics rather than redesigning learning for integrated moral–technical outcomes.
This structural separation is embedded in curriculum organization. Moral and political education is often delivered through stand-alone theory courses, while vocational modules focus on machinery, digital tools, or service procedures. Situated learning theory stresses that novices become professionals by participating in “communities of practice” where skills and values are learned together. When ethical discourse is confined to classrooms and technical routines are learned in workshops or workplaces, students effectively inhabit two unconnected communities: one oriented toward values, the other toward production. Studies of apprenticeship further show that in “restrictive” learning environments, strong emphasis on narrow task performance and output can easily override school-based messages about reflection and holistic growth (Fuller & Unwin, 2003). This finding aligns with international research emphasizing the importance of integrating workplace training with reflective and educational mediation to support holistic vocational skill development (Nyen & Tønder, 2018).
Taken together, this literature suggests that the policy ambition of educating “skilled and responsible” vocational graduates is undercut by a persistent structural disconnect. What is missing are pedagogical designs that embed ethical reasoning and civic purpose into the texture of productive activity, especially during internships.

2.2 Labor Alienation in the Age of Algorithmic Management

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The urgency of overcoming this disconnect is amplified by changes in the organization of work. Sarfraz (1997) conceptualized alienation as estrangement from the product, process, and social relations of labor, leading workers to experience themselves as instruments of an external system. Contemporary analyses argue that digital platforms and algorithmic management renew rather than resolve these dynamics (Woodcock & Graham, 2020).
In platform and logistics sectors, labor processes are fragmented into micro-tasks, sequenced and evaluated through opaque rating systems, dashboards, and performance metrics. Duggan et al. (2020) describe this as “algorithmic management,” noting how autonomy is constrained by automated allocation of tasks and sanctions. Chen et al. (2022) show that food delivery riders in China must constantly adjust their behavior to digitally set time windows and penalties, resulting in intense time pressure and a sense of being “driven” by the system.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Youth and student labor in China exhibits similar patterns. Chan (2017) document how young workers and interns in electronics and related industries are integrated into highly standardized production regimes, often experiencing themselves as cheap, flexible labor rather than learners. Policy discourses that promote a “spirit of craftsmanship” and a “spirit of labor” thus collide with a daily reality defined by throughput targets, error rates, and cost control. For interns whose status oscillates between learner and temporary worker, this collision can be especially destabilizing. Studies of Chinese TVET and internships indicate that when placements are experienced primarily as repetitive, low-status labor, students adopt instrumental narratives of “doing time” rather than seeing internships as sites of professional formation (Guo & Pilz, 2020).
Research on labor education in higher education argues that work should be reframed as a site for developing responsibility, perseverance, and social orientation. However, such work largely assumes traditional forms of manual or service labor and offers limited guidance on how to re-embed meaning in digitally governed environments. The question of how vocational pedagogy can help students interpret and resist the dehumanizing aspects of digital labor therefore remains open.

2.3 Culturally Responsive Teaching as Institutional Mediation

CRT provides a promising framework for mediating the clash between school and enterprise cultures. Gay (2002) defines CRT as teaching that uses learners’ cultural knowledge, prior experiences, and performance styles to make learning more effective and empowering. Liu et al. (2025b) similarly argues that culturally relevant pedagogy must promote academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. Ladson-Billings (1995) conceptualize a coherent CRT approach as one that infuses diversity concerns across the teacher-education curriculum rather than relegating them to isolated courses.
Recent work extends the notion of “culture” beyond ethnicity or language to include institutional and organizational cultures. Alhanachi et al. (2021), studying Dutch pre-vocational schools, show how professional learning communities can support teachers in developing culturally responsive competences for diverse student groups. Their work implies that, in vocational settings, “culture” also encompasses workplace norms, occupational identities, and local practices.
From this perspective, the school-to-work transition can be understood as a cross-cultural passage. Students move from the relatively supportive, error-tolerant culture of the school to enterprise cultures that prioritize punctuality, output, and standardization. When this shift is not mediated, interns may interpret workplace discipline as moral failure or exploitation rather than as a different, though not unproblematic value system. Within the TVET literature, however, CRT has rarely been operationalized as a systematic mechanism for bridging school and enterprise cultures. The role of mentors and supervisors as “cultural translators” during internships remains under-theorized, despite the centrality of supervisory relationships in workplace learning (Fuller & Unwin, 2003).
The present study addresses this gap by conceptualizing a dual-tutor system, pairing school-based and enterprise-based mentors as a CRT-informed mediation mechanism. In this design, mentors are expected not merely to monitor performance, but to reframe critical incidents so that students can reconcile apparently conflicting value systems.

2.4 Reflective Practice and Narrative Construction of Professional Identity

A fourth strand of literature concerns reflective practice and narrative inquiry. The reflective practitioner challenges technocratic views of professional competence as the straightforward application of theory (Schön, 2017). Instead, he proposes reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action as core processes through which practitioners interpret ambiguous situations, test interventions, and revise their understanding.
Narrative inquiry extends this insight by treating stories as both data and medium: individuals construct and reconstruct their identities through the narratives they talk about their experience (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). In vocational and professional education, structured reflection has been shown to support deeper learning and stronger professional self-concepts.
Yet reflective tasks in vocational programs are often weakly structured, yielding logbooks that describe tasks but do not connect them to broader meanings or identities. Behavioral frameworks such as STAR (Situation, Task, Action, Result) partially address this by requiring learners to present episodes as goal-oriented sequences, but they focus primarily on competence and outcomes. They rarely require explicit articulation of moral or civic reasoning, a serious limitation in contexts where policy explicitly calls for integrating value education with skills training.
The STAR-P framework used in this study extends conventional STAR structures by adding a philosophical component, requiring students to link each episode not only to technical results but also to wider social, ethical, or policy meanings. In doing so, it aligns with the view that professional identity is an “identity text” co-authored by learners through repeated acts of narrative positioning (Schön, 2017).

2.5 Synthesis and Research Gap

Across these four strands, a coherent problem constellation emerges. First, comparative and country-specific studies document a structural disconnect in TVET between moral–civic education and technical training, especially in internships where enterprise logic dominate (Fuller & Unwin, 2003; Guo & Pilz, 2020). Second, research on digital labor and algorithmic management shows that contemporary workplaces, particularly in platform and logistics sectors, can intensify feelings of anonymity, pressure, and loss of control, undermining ambitions to cultivate pride and responsibility in work (Chen et al., 2022; Duggan et al., 2020). Third, CRT offers a powerful lens for understanding and mediating cultural dissonance but has rarely been explicitly applied to bridge school and enterprise cultures in TVET internships (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Liu et al., 2025b). Fourth, reflective practice and narrative inquiry provide a rich theoretical basis for viewing professional identity as a narrative achievement, yet there is limited empirical work on how structured narrative tools can embed value reasoning into everyday vocational tasks (Schön, 2017). 
These gaps define the conceptual space for the present study. Empirically, there is a lack of research that combines culturally responsive mediation with structured narrative reflection to address digital-era alienation in real high-pressure internship settings. Conceptually, existing work has not fully articulated how moral–political education can be structurally coupled with technical training so that values are enacted within, rather than appended to, productive activity.

3. methodology 

This study employs an instrumental case study design (Owens et al., 2021) to generate analytic insight into how the Two-Way Empowerment model operates within a high-intensity vocational internship. A case study approach is appropriate because the research addresses “how” and “why” questions about a contemporary phenomenon embedded in its real-life context and beyond the control of the researcher (Huo et al., 2025). Situated within an interpretivist and constructivist paradigm, the design draws on narrative inquiry to understand how interns make sense of their experiences over time. The methodological aim is to produce thick description of the interaction between institutional arrangements, workplace conditions, and students’ evolving professional identities, and to build an explanatory account that can inform analytic rather than statistical generalization (Huo et al., 2025). To clarify the intervention logic guiding this case study, Figure 1 presents the Two-Way Empowerment Model, highlighting how CRT-informed dual-tutor mediation and the STAR-P reflective scaffold are expected to transform digitally structured internship experiences into professional agency through mediated meaning-making and action–value integration.
[image: 国赛教学能力大赛实施报告（修改版本）_01]
Fig. 1. Two-way Empowerment Model

3.1 Research Context and Case Selection

The empirical context is the Alibaba Employment Internship Base partnered with Guangdong University of Water Resources and Electric Engineering, a large e-commerce logistics hub characterized by high throughput, algorithmic performance monitoring, and stringent error-control procedures. This site was selected through purposeful, critical-case sampling as an information-rich setting where tensions between educational aims and platform-based labor are particularly pronounced.
Consistent with the logic of an instrumental case, the site is not treated as unique for its own sake, but as a strategic context for examining the mechanisms through which culturally responsive mentoring and structured reflection might mitigate digital labor alienation in vocational education (Owens et al., 2021). The case functions as a stress test: if the Two-Way Empowerment model can support value internalization in this high-pressure environment, it is likely to have theoretical and practical relevance for a wider range of vocational internships, including those in less intensive sectors.

3.2 Participants and Unit of Analysis

The primary unit of analysis is the 2025 internship cohort: 30 final-year students from the Business English and Cross-border E-commerce programs who completed a ten- to twelve-month placement at the Alibaba base. Occupying a liminal position between student and novice professional, this cohort is well placed for examining the formation of professional values and identities. Sampling was criterion-based and comprehensive: all students enrolled in the program-specific internship who consented to participate were included. In qualitative case study research, sample adequacy is judged by information richness and the potential for analytic saturation rather than numerical representativeness. The size of this cohort produced a substantial longitudinal corpus while remaining manageable for in-depth analysis.
All participants received written and oral information about the study and signed informed consent forms. The project was reviewed and approved by the university’s institutional ethics committee. Participation was voluntary and had no bearing on course grades or internship evaluations. To reduce power imbalances, consent was obtained by an administrative staff member who was not involved in teaching or assessment; students were informed that they could withdraw at any time without penalty, and pseudonyms are used in all reports. Given the first author’s dual role as researcher and school mentor, several measures were adopted to mitigate potential bias, including the use of reflexive analytic memos, team-based coding with peer debriefing, and the maintenance of an audit trail documenting analytic decisions. Data interpretation was conducted collaboratively to ensure that emerging findings were grounded in participant accounts rather than mentor expectations (Liu et al., 2025a).

3.3 Data Collection

To open the “black box” of the internship process, the study employed methodological triangulation across three primary data sources collected over twelve months: STAR-P reflective logs, semi-structured interviews, and participant observation. This design allowed both diachronic tracking of identity trajectories and synchronic comparison between self-reported meanings and observed practices.
Enterprise mentors received a short orientation session led by school mentors prior to the internship, focusing on the educational objectives of the program and their role as interpretive mediators rather than performance supervisors. Dual-tutor debriefings were conducted bi-weekly, either face-to-face or online, and centered on discussing critical incidents raised by students, aligning operational requirements with educational and ethical considerations.
First, each student completed weekly STAR-P logs that structured reflection into five components: Situation, Task, Action, Result, and Philosophical Reflection. The final component prompted students to interpret their technical actions in relation to broader ethical, civic, or policy-oriented considerations. The STAR-P reflective framework was introduced through pre-internship workshops that modeled exemplar reflections and clarified expectations for linking technical actions with ethical and societal reasoning. During the internship, students completed weekly STAR-P logs independently, which were reviewed by school mentors to provide formative feedback without evaluative grading, while remaining a mandatory but non-assessed activity. Across the cohort, this produced a substantial corpus of longitudinal texts that captured how students narrated their labor over time and how far they linked workplace practices to value-laden interpretations.
Second, individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant at three key points: prior to entering the internship (entry), approximately midway through (mid-term), and within one month of completion (exit). Entry interviews explored expectations, prior conceptions of labor education, and perceived readiness; mid-term interviews probed experiences of cultural dissonance, alienation, or support within the workplace; exit interviews examined retrospective meaning-making and perceived changes in values and identity. Interviews lasted 45–70 minutes, were conducted in the participants’ preferred language, audio-recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim.
Third, members of the school mentor team conducted periodic non-participant observations at the internship site. Using a focused observation guide, they documented critical incidents such as conflicts between speed and quality, interactions with supervisors, peer collaboration, and moments in which students explicitly invoked school-based values in their workplace decisions. Field notes were written immediately after each visit and treated as an independent data source rather than as mere contextual background.
All textual data (STAR-P logs, interview transcripts, and field notes) were anonymized and imported into qualitative data analysis software for organization and coding (Miles et al., 2014). Where necessary, excerpts were translated into English for publication; however, analytic decisions were made based on the original-language data to minimize interpretive loss.

3.4 Data Analysis

Data analysis followed an iterative, multi-stage process consistent with narrative inquiry and thematic analysis (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). The first stage involved familiarization: the research team read and re-read all STAR-P logs and interview transcripts while drafting analytic memos on emerging storylines, turning points, and instances of tension between educational and enterprise logic.
In the second stage, open coding was applied line by line to a purposive subset of STAR-P logs and interview transcripts from ten participants to reflect variation in gender, academic performance, and initial attitudes toward the internship. Codes captured actions, meanings, emotions, and evaluative stances. Through constant comparison, these preliminary codes were refined into a shared coding frame that was then applied to the full dataset. Coding was supported by qualitative analysis software and conducted by two researchers. Approximately 20% of the material was double-coded; discrepancies were resolved through discussion until consensus was achieved, in line with recommendations for reflexive rather than purely mechanical approaches to coding reliability.
For the STAR-P corpus, a four-point narrative coherence rubric was applied to assess the extent to which students explicitly linked technical actions with ethical or value-based reasoning, ranging from 0 (no explicit linkage) to 3 (context-specific integration of technical and moral reasoning). Approximately 20% of the data were independently coded by two researchers, with discrepancies resolved through discussion to achieve interpretive consensus, consistent with reflexive qualitative reliability practices. In parallel, thematic analysis identified shifts in locus of control, from externally oriented narratives emphasizing compulsion and constraint to internally oriented narratives emphasizing responsibility, judgment, and agency (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022).
In the final stage, triangulation across data sources supported explanation building. Patterns identified in the logs were compared with interview accounts and observational field notes to test rival explanations and refine an emerging mechanism-of-change model for the Two-Way Empowerment approach. Trustworthiness was enhanced through data and method triangulation, member checking of case summaries with a subset of participants, peer debriefing within the research team, and the maintenance of an audit trail documenting key analytic decisions (Fuller & Unwin, 2003). Rather than aiming for statistical generalization, the study seeks analytic generalization by offering a theoretically grounded account of how culturally responsive mentorship and structured narrative reflection can transform experiences of digital labor in vocational internships (Owens et al., 2021).

4. findings

The triangulation of STAR-P logs, longitudinal interviews, and observational field notes reveals that integration between the educational and enterprise contexts is not an automatic outcome of internship participation. Rather, it emerges through a sequence of mediated psychological shifts. 

4.1 The Experience of Alienation: Baseline Condition

The first analytic phase confirmed that an unmediated internship in a digitally managed logistics hub tends to function as a source of alienation. Entry and mid-term interviews consistently described a sharp contrast between the supportive culture of the university and the tightly monitored environment of the warehouse. Students reported that the transition “felt like walking into a machine that never stops” (Student A, mid-term interview).
Approximately two-thirds of participants used mechanistic metaphors to characterize their early experience. Student A captured this vividly:
“After the first month, I did not feel like a student anymore. I felt like an extension of the scanner. My only job was to beep and move faster.”
(Student A, STAR-P log, Week 4)
Students interpreted this environment as a moral conflict. Many described feeling “trapped between two rules” (Student F, mid-term interview). If they slowed down to double-check fragile packages, they risked violating performance targets and attracting supervisor criticism. If they worked faster and ignored doubts, they felt they were betraying the emphasis on care and responsibility they had learned at school. Several participants framed this as having to choose between “being a good worker” and “being a good person,” with the workplace seemingly rewarding only the former.
Observational data supported these accounts. Field notes documented frequent reminders from supervisors about “pieces per hour” and “zero mistakes,” often delivered through digital dashboards rather than direct conversation. In this phase, STAR-P logs tended to describe work as repetitive and externally controlled. Even when students mentioned national policies or school values, these references appeared as slogans pasted at the end of entries, disconnected from the detailed account of tasks.
This baseline of alienation suggests that exposure to a high-intensity work environment, in the absence of mediating structures, tends to erode rather than cultivate the desired moral and professional dispositions. It establishes the need for mechanisms that can reframe the internship as a learning experience rather than a purely instrumental exchange of time for wages.

4.2 Interpretive Reframing: The Dual-Tutor System as Cultural Mediation

The second mechanism involves interpretive reframing of critical incidents through the Dual-Tutor system. The objective conditions of the warehouse, throughput targets, algorithmic routing, error tolerance, remained constant throughout the internship. What changed was the meaning students attached to these conditions, mediated by the interplay between school and enterprise mentors.
A frequently cited episode concerned Student B, who was reprimanded by a warehouse supervisor after delaying a line to double-check a fragile shipment. Immediately after the incident, Student B wrote:
“The supervisor only cares about speed. If I follow what we learned at school about responsibility, I get punished. Maybe all that talk about values is just empty words.”
(Student B, STAR-P log, Week 6)
In the subsequent debriefing, the enterprise mentor explained the systemic logic of the operation: a small delay in one station can disrupt the entire downstream chain, affecting delivery times and customer satisfaction. The school mentor, in turn, validated the student’s ethical concern and reinterpreted the event as a misalignment between intention and operational strategy rather than a moral failure. In a follow-up interview, Student B reflected:
“Before, I thought quality meant slowing down and checking everything myself. After talking with both mentors, I realized that in logistics, real professionalism is designing a way of working that is both fast and careful. It is not about choosing one side but balancing both.”
(Student B, exit interview)
This pattern recurred across cases. Mentors did not ask students to abandon school-based values or to romanticize enterprise demands. Instead, they translated enterprise norms into a language compatible with educational values and translated educational ideals into operational terms. For example, “efficiency” was reframed as a responsibility to customers and colleagues rather than as corporate greed, while “craftsmanship” was reframed as optimizing systems rather than pursuing perfection in isolation.
Through these dialogic interventions, students increasingly moved from binary interpretations (“school good, enterprise bad”) to more nuanced understandings of professional responsibility under constraint. The Dual-Tutor system thus functioned as a culturally responsive mediation mechanism, reducing perceived value conflicts and enabling students to see the workplace as a legitimate site for enacting, rather than suspending, ethical commitments. In short, interpretive reframing transformed experiences of injustice and incoherence into opportunities for learning and professional positioning.

4.3 Structural Connection: The Cognitive Scaffold of STAR-P

While the Dual-Tutor system addressed immediate meaning crises, deep internalization of values was fostered by the STAR-P reflective scaffold. Analysis of the log corpus revealed a clear evolution in the relationship between the Action and Philosophical Reflection sections.
In the early weeks, the Philosophical component typically consisted of generic statements such as “This shows my dedication to serving the people” or “This reflects the importance of hard work,” often pasted with minimal adaptation. These reflections rarely referenced the specific actions described in the same entry and received low coherence scores on the analytic rubric. One early entry, for instance, read:
Action: “I scanned and sorted packages for eight hours and tried to increase my speed.”
Philosophical Reflection: “This indicates that youth should contribute to the nation’s development.”
(Student D, STAR-P log, Week 2)
By the second half of the internship, however, many students began to use the STAR-P structure to construct more integrated narratives. Student C, for example, described redesigning a packing sequence to reduce unnecessary movement:
Action: “I changed the order of items on my table so I could reach everything with fewer steps and less turning. My average time per package dropped from 11 seconds to 8 seconds.”
Philosophical Reflection: “At first I thought I was just saving my own energy. Now I see this is also part of resource conservation. If thousands of workers reduce wasted motion, the whole system uses less time and electricity. For me, efficiency is now linked to the idea of green development, not just speed for its own sake.”
(Student C, STAR-P log, Week 8)
Entries of this type received the highest coherence scores because the value reflection emerged directly from the technical episode rather than being appended as a slogan. Longitudinal analysis showed that most students’ reflections moved from abstract, decontextualized statements toward specific, situationally grounded ethical reasoning.
The STAR-P scaffold thus acted as a “forced pause” within the flow of high-speed labor, compelling students to articulate why particular actions mattered beyond meeting immediate targets. The act of writing became an act of identity work: students were not only reporting what they did but also authoring who they were becoming as professionals. This structural connection between action and value indicates that narrative integration is a key mechanism through which labor experiences are transformed into ethical-professional commitments.
Not all participants demonstrated immediate or linear development of professional agency. A small number of students continued to express skepticism toward reflective activities during the mid-internship phase, perceiving them as disconnected from performance evaluation. However, even in these cases, later interviews indicated partial shifts toward more nuanced interpretations of workplace demands, suggesting that agency development occurred unevenly and required sustained mediation.

4.4 The Emergence of Professional Agency

The combined effects of interpretive reframing and narrative scaffolding culminated in the emergence of what we term professional agency: the capacity to act with purpose, judgment, and ownership within the constraints of the algorithmic workplace.
Comparing entry and exit interviews highlights a marked shift in how participants located control and responsibility. Early accounts were dominated by passive constructions (“we are told,” “the system forces us,” “there is nothing we can do”), while exit interviews increasingly featured active formulations (“I decided,” “we designed a way,” “I negotiated with the supervisor”). Student E’s narrative illustrates this shift:
“At the beginning, I felt the warehouse was like a huge machine, and I was just one small screw. Now I still see the machine, but I also see where I can adjust things. I cannot change the whole system, but I can change how I work and influence my small area.”
(Student E, exit interview)
Students also began to re-label themselves using professional terms rather than victimizing metaphors. Instead of describing themselves as “robots” or “cheap labor,” they increasingly referred to roles such as “problem solver,” “flow coordinator,” or “quality gatekeeper.” This re-labeling was not merely rhetorical; observational data showed that several participants initiated small-scale improvements to work processes, negotiated task rotations to reduce fatigue, or volunteered to mentor newer interns.
Crucially, students’ understanding of labor-related values evolved from abstract ideals into situated practices. Where early references to “craftsmanship” or “responsibility” were largely formulaic, later accounts articulated how these values were enacted under pressure, for instance, by maintaining standards while meeting strict deadlines, or by balancing personal well-being with team performance. One student summarized this learning as follows:
“Before, I thought having a ‘spirit of labor’ meant not complaining and working hard. Now I think it means holding on to certain principles even when the system is pushing you in another direction and finding professional ways to do that.”
(Student H, exit interview)
These shifts suggest that the Two-Way Empowerment model did more than reduce discomfort and it enabled students to reconfigure their position from interchangeable labor units to reflective practitioners who could navigate, and occasionally reshape, the conditions of digital work. In this sense, professional agency emerges as the cumulative outcome of mediated meaning-making and structurally scaffolded reflection.

5. DISCUSSION

This study set out to address three related questions: how interns in a platform-based logistics environment initially experience their work (RQ1), how the Two-Way Empowerment model, combining a dual-tutor system with STAR-P, reshapes these experiences (RQ2), and what this reveals about designing internships that integrate moral–civic and technical learning (RQ3). The findings show that interns begin from a baseline of digitally structured alienation, but, through culturally responsive mentoring and structured narrative reflection, many come to reframe their labor as a locus of responsibility, problem-solving, and agency. This section situates these results in relation to existing research and considers their implications.

5.1 Narrative Construction of Professional Agency

The first contribution concerns the link between narrative reflection and professional agency. In line with notion of the reflective practitioner (Schön, 2017), the study shows that professional learning in internships cannot be reduced to exposure to workplace routines. Unmediated exposure in this case produced alienation rather than the “craftsmanship” or “labor spirit” sought by policy; students initially described themselves as components in a machine. Only when students were required to narrate “what happened” and “why it mattered” on a weekly basis did systematic changes in identity discourse appear.
The STAR-P scaffold forced a structural linkage between Action and Philosophical Reflection. Early entries reproduced decontextualized slogans; later entries articulated how specific micro-interventions connected to wider commitments such as resource stewardship or collective reliability. This evolution from abstract, generic phrases to context-dependent ethical reasoning echoes narrative inquiry’s view of identity as a “storied” phenomenon (Xiao et al., 2025) and resonates with evidence that carefully scaffolded reflection strengthens both perceived competence and integration of transversal skills (Torres & Pruim, 2019).
Importantly, the longitudinal shift from externally oriented narratives to internally oriented narratives indicates that agency is not a stable trait but a narrative achievement. Students became, in their own words, “problem solvers” and “flow coordinators” rather than “screws” or “robots.” This supports and extends prior work suggesting that employability frameworks based only on listing tasks or competencies underestimate the role of narrative positioning in professional formation (Xiao et al., 2025). The present study adds that when reflective tools explicitly require an articulation of values, they can help interns re-author their position within digitally constrained systems.
In conceptual terms, the findings align with and extend scholarship arguing that reflection must be more than a descriptive logbook (Schön, 2017). STAR-P operates as a “reflective infrastructure” that makes the integration of technical and moral reasoning a routine cognitive practice rather than an optional, end-of-course exercise. This suggests that narrative scaffolds of this kind can contribute to preparing graduates who combine technical proficiency with reflective and ethical dispositions in digitally mediated workplaces.

5.2 Cultural Responsiveness as Mediation in Algorithmic Workplaces

The second contribution concerns the role of culturally responsive mediation in high-pressure, digitally managed settings. Foundational CRT research has shown that teaching is more effective when it builds on learners’ cultural backgrounds and value systems (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995). More recent work has extended this to institutional and organizational cultures, arguing that teachers and schools must negotiate between different normative worlds (Alhanachi et al., 2021).
The dual-tutor system in this study can be read as a CRT-informed intervention at the school–enterprise interface. Enterprise mentors translated operational logic into explanations that students could recognize as legitimate rather than arbitrary. School mentors simultaneously validated students’ ethical concerns and helped them reinterpret incidents as problems of professional judgement rather than failures of character or betrayals of educational ideals. This two-sided mediation transformed performance demands: from being experienced as purely exploitative pressures to being recognized, in many cases, as constraints to be managed in the service of customers, colleagues, and one’s own standards.
The model addresses a gap in existing CRT literature, which has rarely considered organizational “culture shock” during internships as a CRT problem. The findings suggest that interpretive dissonance, rather than workload alone, plays a central role in youth alienation within platform-mediated workplaces, complementing labor-process analyses of algorithmic management. When students interpret every performance request as a moral affront, disengagement and cynicism are likely outcomes; when those same requests are reframed as elements of a complex professional ecology, there is more room for negotiated agency.
The results therefore support a view of CRT that goes beyond classroom diversity management: culturally responsive mentoring can function as an institutional bridge between educational and enterprise cultures. This has implications for TVET policy and practice. Rather than treating supervision in internships as purely technical oversight, programs might explicitly train mentors, on both sides, to operate as “cultural translators” who make explicit the tensions, compatibility, and trade-offs between school-based values and workplace logic.
Recent empirical studies further support the relevance of this approach. For example, Wang (2025) demonstrate that internship experiences influence professional identity through mediated reflection processes, while Yu et al. (2025) highlight how algorithmic control shapes workers’ perceptions of autonomy and turnover intentions. The present study complements this work by illustrating how pedagogical mediation can counterbalance these pressures within vocational internships.

5.3 Resolving Structural Separation Through Cognitive Scaffolding

A third contribution addresses the longstanding structural separation between moral–civic and technical elements in TVET curricula identified by comparative and national research (Fuller & Unwin, 2003; Guo & Pilz, 2020). Existing responses have often taken the form of adding discrete ideology or ethics modules alongside technical content, effectively reproducing the separation rather than overcoming it.
In this study, the Two-Way Empowerment model operates not by adding more “moral content,” but by re-structuring the relationship between learning and labor. The dual-tutor system ensures that value conflicts are surfaced and discussed at the point where they occur, amid logistical processes and performance pressures. STAR-P then requires that each significant episode of work be represented as a joint technical and value-laden event. Labor thus becomes the material through which moral learning occurs, and moral frameworks become tools for interpreting and managing labor, not parallel discourses.
This design has two implications for theory and practice. First, it suggests a way of operationalizing the “community of practice” ideal (Lave & Wenger, 1991) under conditions where enterprise communities are strongly shaped by algorithmic targets. By insisting on structured reflection and by legitimizing critical questioning through mentorship, the model creates a “community of inquiry” within the workplace that overlays, rather than replaces, existing performance structures. Second, it offers a concrete strategy for embedding moral–political education within vocational tasks rather than at their margins. Instead of teaching values in a separate time and space, programs can use reflective scaffolds to entwine value reasoning with technical routines.
At policy level, this points toward the importance of building reflective infrastructures into internship design, tools, routines, and mentoring arrangements that make the integration of values and skills structurally likely. Such infrastructures will not guarantee outcomes, but they can make it more plausible that internships contribute to the formation of professionals who can reason about, and not only perform, their work.

5.4 Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations qualify these findings and suggest directions for further research. First, the study is based on a single case in a specific sector: an e-commerce logistics base characterized by algorithmic management and high throughput. While this “critical case” design is analytically useful, the mechanisms identified here may manifest differently in other sectors, such as hospitality, healthcare, or early childhood education, where temporal pressures, emotional demands, and customer interactions take different forms. Comparative case studies across contrasting internship contexts, platform logistics, manufacturing, and service industries, would help test the transferability of the Two-Way Empowerment model and clarify which elements are context specific.
Second, the temporal frame is limited to the duration of the internship. The data show clear shifts in narrative coherence and perceived agency over 10–12 months, but it remains unclear how durable these changes are once students enter full-time employment without the scaffolding of structured logs and dual mentoring. Longitudinal follow-up into the first years of employment would allow researchers to examine whether professional agencies, as constructed in this context, persists, evolves, or erodes under different organizational conditions.
Third, the analysis relies primarily on textual and interview data supplemented by observation, with limited use of quantitative indicators. Although the coherence rubric for STAR-P entries introduces a semi-quantitative dimension, future work could combine reflective measures with performance data and standardized scales of work engagement or occupational commitment. Experimental or quasi-experimental designs comparing cohorts with and without STAR-P, or with different forms of reflective scaffolding, would allow more precise examination of how narrative practices influence observed behavior and perceived agency.
Finally, the first author’s dual role as researcher and school mentor creates potential for both deeper insight and interpretive bias. This was mitigated through ethics approval, anonymized participation, reflexive notetaking, and team-based coding, but it cannot be eliminated. Future studies might use external researchers or cross-institutional teams to replicate and challenge the interpretations presented here.
Despite these limitations, the study offers an empirically grounded account of how a combined model of culturally responsive mentoring and structured narrative reflection can, under specific conditions, support vocational students in moving from experiences of alienation towards more autonomous, ethically articulated forms of participation in digital labor. Rather than resolving ongoing debates about the purposes of vocational education, the findings invite further inquiry into how internships can be designed not only as sites of skill acquisition, but also as structured spaces for negotiating the relationship between work, self, and society.

6. conclusion

This study explored how interns in a platform-based logistics environment experience their work and how the Two-Way Empowerment model, combining a dual-tutor system with STAR-P reflective practice, reshapes these experiences. Using an instrumental case study design with 30 interns at the Alibaba Employment Internship Base, the study identified three key mechanisms: initial alienation due to algorithmic management, interpretive reframing through culturally responsive mentoring, and structural integration of technical and ethical reasoning via STAR-P.
The findings suggest that internships can be transformative spaces, not only for skill acquisition but also for developing ethical professional identities. The study contributes to the understanding of how narrative reflection and culturally responsive teaching mediate experiences of alienation in digital work environments, bridging the gap between technical competence and moral formation. Practically, it emphasizes the importance of integrating reflective scaffolds and mentoring systems to address both technical and ethical dimensions of work.
The study’s findings have important implications for TVET policy and practice, advocating for a reimagined internship model that incorporates reflective tools and mentorship to foster both technical and moral development. Future research should explore the applicability of the Two-Way Empowerment model in other sectors and examine its long-term impact on professional identity, ensuring that TVET programs prepare students to navigate both the digital economy and its ethical challenges.

Consent

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to their involvement in this qualitative internship study. Participants were informed of the study’s purpose, procedures, voluntary nature, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. All data were anonymized, and no identifying information is included in this publication. Ethical approval was granted by the institutional ethics committee, and all procedures complied with relevant ethical guidelines for educational research.
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