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ABSTRACT 

 

Liminal Learning:  

Understanding a Complex Adaptive Human Learning System  

through a Secondary School Internship Experience 

 

by 

 

Lisa Johnson Davis 

 

San Diego State University and Claremont Graduate University, 2018 

 

Extracurricular internships have benefitted students and organizations by providing exposure to 

the work environment and assisting in the development of job-related skills. The experience of 

internship can provide much more than a career-related opportunity. Internship may be a window 

from which to observe how individuals cognitively navigate unknown social spaces. How an 

individual contextualizes internship and how he/she attaches meaning to the experience may 

provide insight into the human process of learning and, specifically, how a complex human 

system adapts to change. This research study examines one such experience of internship in a 

secondary school setting in which high school juniors are immersed in the work environment for 

four weeks as part of their academic requirements for graduation. How an adolescent navigates 

and adapts to a foreign environment, having no daily support mechanisms such as friends, 

family, or teachers, will be explored. 
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PREFACE 

Mine is a tale of what should have been and what is. It is a series of incremental 

differences and changes over time, of decisions made, of understanding gleaned that kept the 

momentum of my life moving. Perhaps, without a full understanding of the mysteries of time and 

space, the future has, in fact, pulled me forward.  

In 2011, when I began my doctoral study, many things had occurred in my life up to that 

point that had brought me to a place to begin a journey that, in hindsight, I may not have been 

emotionally ready to begin. The universe, however, has a magical way of placing you exactly 

where you need to be at any given moment in time and this was never more the case then my 

initiation into this program. A year previously, my mother had been diagnosed with end stage 

renal failure, just a blip in a tumultuous life that was filled with despair and sorrow, trauma and 

violence. I was eager though to strip away all that I had been, to renounce the background that, to 

this day, continues to make me feel marginalized and alone, and become something different – 

what that was, I wasn’t quite sure. For the last seven years, I have become different than I was 

before. Different, yet the same, yet changed, enhanced and more dimensional. In many ways, this 

dissertation is the story of my life thus far. It is definitely a summary of my own process of 

identifying those leaps of personal growth and change over time and my efforts to lay the 

building blocks of a potential emergent future for myself. It is also a story of clarity and of 

precision with three underlying truths formed through reflection and process:  

I am not a machine 

I am not simply instinctual 

I am unpredictably human 



vii 
 

This precision lies not in a reductionist view of determining specific sets of behaviors that 

result in cause and effect relationships or a series of inputs that produce specific outputs. The 

precision lies in expanding the view of what it means to be human by looking deeply into the 

individual stories that can describe the larger narrative. Current human society is built upon 

mistruths fed by bodies of work that have placed artificial limits on our potential that, within the 

core, are fraught with those hegemonic influences defined as the power of men over men. These 

structures are meant to oppress, reduce, define the human story in specific ways to blind us all to 

the truth of who we are – complex human adaptive systems. Without a full understanding of 

these corrupting influences, our own personal narratives are built upon flawed perspectives of 

who we are, informing everything we do on a day-to-day level and contributing to the creation of 

crippled foundations on which we have erected the structures we use to help us govern, live, and 

learn.  

We are at a crossroads, a moment in time when, as human beings we need to be 

steadfastly brave. We need to not be fearful of taking sledgehammers to what we thought we 

knew, we need to stand up to others for which science, curriculum, and humanity itself has 

become a dogma, understood only by the few, and we must step off from the abyss, putting faith 

that the web of connection that binds us to everything will catch us when we fall and knowing, 

that by taking this ultimate step into the unknown, we will learn what is possible. 

Writing this dissertation, laying out my history, my family experiences, my perspectives, 

and presenting the theories that, in truth, are a window of my core self, is my first step off the 

mountain. By my very nature, I do not like conflict. I do not feel that I have had the fortitude to 

stand up to strong individuals who know what is right. I have never felt like taking up an 

argument but rather have acquiesced to any position other than my own. I have been silenced by 
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others who do not recognize the privilege of their own position and would never think to speak 

up. Ultimately, I am simply scared. I have been in a state of fear for most of my life – fear of the 

dark, fear of pain, fear of loss, fear of death, fear of the unknown. I recognize now that this fear 

is like my rocket fuel. When I was scared of the dark, I still closed my eyes, daring the monsters 

to come get me. When I was scared of breaking my neck, I still got on the back of the motorcycle 

and sped through the canyon. When I was scared of the agony in my father’s voice when he told 

me my brother had been hit by a car, I still drove to the hospital. When I was scared that I was 

breaking in half when my mother became sick and lost her mind gradually over ten years, I still 

sat by her when she took her last breath. When I am scared of the unknown, I still move forward, 

challenging fate to stop me. This fear amplifies something inside of me that helps me to change. 

Over time, it has ceased to control me and now I control it – allowing it to flow softly in the 

background or amplify until I make a choice that disrupts its affect over me. Perhaps it is because 

of my experiences and traumas that allow me to see it so clearly, this “betwixt and between” 

space that allows me never to feel normal (Turner, 1969). I am thankful for these events, 

although at the time, I was broken by them. Now I recognize that they have been the rites of 

passage points in my life that have allowed me to hone my vision and to see the cracks between 

time and space, the liminal spaces, as plainly as a synesthete smells color.  

I present to you these feelings and experiences and my personal interpretations and 

connections as a form of provenance for the work that I will lay out in the following pages. In 

fact, it is the term provenance, that I would like to introduce as an absolutely essential 

component of qualitative narrative research and an integral part of the presentation of the 

research in any of its forms. The term provenance refers to a record or chronology of ownership 

that shows the history or the origins of existence. In the same way that the provenance of a 
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historical artifact or beautiful painting seeks to confirm its authenticity, a detailed provenance in 

qualitative research helps to orient the research and the reader of the research in a new way and 

from a new perspective. As critical research approaches inquiry in terms of context versus the 

individual, seeking to “critique and challenge, to transform and empower,” (Merriam, p. 34), the 

use of provenance in, what I have conceptualized as the liminal research approach, seeks to 

illuminate the origin of specific knowledge and thought patterns that have influenced and 

continue to influence our understanding of the human experience with the goal to deconstruct 

existing frameworks that may be rooted in logical flaws based on prevailing hegemonic forces or 

dichotomous thinking. The importance of provenance to increased legitimacy of qualitative 

research is vital, particularly as we embark on an increasing understanding that the rules that 

have governed our systems of thought and our pursuit of knowledge, as well as the development 

of our inquiry processes and theoretical constructs may be based on unseen assumptions and the 

unrecognized biases and loci of, not only individual researchers, but the academy, and, indeed, 

within the fabric of our histories.  

The inclusion of provenance as a necessary component of qualitative liminal research 

allows, not only the reader of research to see the roots of the essential inquiry and the unfolding 

understanding of the researcher as he/she observes, reflects, and postulates, but it is also an 

essential tool for helping the researcher to gain perspective on how this unfolding understanding 

of his research and its subsequent interpretation rely on the experiences and understandings 

accumulated during his life up to that point. This is particularly important during a 

deconstructive process which in itself seeks to question the authenticity of prior theory and 

models. To deconstruct and question what we have known to be truths, we must observe and 

listen as truthfully as possible. This requires that the researcher herself must deconstruct and 
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question her own experiences, values, sense of privilege, and human nature to allow the narrative 

to emerge. Researchers have value judgements that they place on the narratives told by others, 

whether consciously or unconsciously. Narratives that do not fit what is known or valued by the 

researcher may not be seen clearly or dismissed altogether in an almost canonical process. They 

may even be seen as outliers of the larger body of data. As we begin to construct new theory and 

ask new questions about our human experiences of life, it is imperative that researchers employ 

provenance through analysis of their own building blocks of self and the experience, meaning, 

and values that they bring to their work. Borrowing from anthropological terminology, I have 

named this emic provenance, an internal process of self-examination crucial for an increased 

understanding of the researcher’s personal orientation as he/she approaches observation and 

questioning. Researchers must also thoroughly describe the etic provenance, an external scan, for 

new interpretation or theory development that may occur as he/she begins to construct novel 

ways of thinking about the narratives, perspectives, experiences, and meanings gathered from the 

individuals or groups studied. This is particularly important when deconstructing prior work on 

marginalized groups or those that have not been understood to be marginalized. More attention 

to this latter topic will be discussed further in the paper. It is necessary for researchers 

deconstructing theory, theory that may have played foundational roles in the development of our 

understanding of human development, education, anthropology, the sciences, and a range of 

other disciplines, to carefully construct how the theories were developed from the data gathered 

and the researchers own experiences, as well as looking across disciplines for patterns and 

similarities that may help build new foundations that integrate multiple domains of thought. For 

example, are certain human behaviors observed by developmental psychologists also observed, 
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albeit differently, by the chemist, by the physicist, by the economist? Are there patterns that exist 

across domains that could provide additional support for the new theory?  

In constructing new theory or laying out a new approach that varies considerably from 

the known, it is important for the researcher to build a strong path of knowledge that can succeed 

to build a bridge between what was and what may be. Prior knowledge, prior research, and prior 

understanding are built upon the work of thousands upon thousands of individuals who have 

dedicated their lives to questioning and understanding. The liminal researcher does not serve 

his/her community well by destroying prior theory to build a fresh one. He must live in the 

liminal betwixt and between space that allows him to see the old and the new simultaneously. 

Then, like a construction company tasked with bulldozing a condemned home, she salvages the 

timbers that are unique and irreplaceable that can be used in the building of the new home on the 

same site. As the new house is erected, the older timbers serve to anchor the frame, retaining the 

legacy of the old while supporting the infrastructure of the new. This type of liminal research 

may lend itself as a new epistemological perspective whose purpose is to deconstruct (etic and 

emic provenance), observe, understand, describe, and reconstruct in a liminal fashion whereby 

reality is presented as a form of quantum multi-universe with no specific concept of truth other 

than the reality of the knower (both subject and researcher). 

Like a history of title ownership is important for a more complete understanding of how 

the house was built, how it was used, and how it changed owners through time, provenance for 

qualitative research is equally important in order to help recognize the data that is at once 

simultaneously being collected while influencing the information gathered – the researcher’s 

own reactions to the study as influenced by her experiences and recontextualization, and the 

interpretation of data which is subjected to her values, meanings, and perspectives. Renowned 
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cultural anthropologists Edith and Victor Turner (the latter of which expanded on Van Gennep’s 

use of the word “liminal” to describe rites of passage events and may be, in fact, the first liminal 

researchers) exemplify the importance of this type of self-analysis. In writing the foreword for 

Edith Turner’s autobiography, Frankenberg (Turner, 2006) stated, “Vic and Edie were also 

amongst the earliest of the small group of anthropologists who aim successfully at knowing 

rather than merely knowing about the people with whom they lived and studied, as well as 

having genuinely shared in their daily lives. Above all they showed through their creative 

partnership that learning about others goes hand in hand with learning about oneself” (p. xi). 

Learning about oneself as he/she enters research through the immersive provenance process, 

done through a methodical undertaking of the values and experiences that frame the research, 

may allow for a deeper understanding of the approach to the work and, perhaps, a greater sense 

of knowing that may provide a richer interpretation.  

This liminal data, collected in qualitative research, may not necessarily reflect a deficit in 

the study but provide a complimentary narrative. It is different than the concept of audit trail 

introduced by Lincoln and Guba (1985) that provides a methodological log of how researchers 

analyze and interpret results. The undertaking of detailing provenance is part of the pre-work of 

the researcher to understand his/her orientation to the research prior to its start. It provides the 

rationale for beginning the research and attempts to reveal why the researcher may have been 

interested in pursuing the research as a whole. It also helps the researcher recognize the social, 

political, historical contexts that have influenced the research to enter the study in a liminal way, 

as both listener/observer and interpreter/evaluator. Recognition is key. A researcher’s biases, like 

defense mechanisms in psychological behavior, may remain hidden and obscure. These biases 

are not only based on the experiences lived by the researcher and his overall set of values, but 
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they can also be part of a theoretical bias constructed from prevailing frameworks of knowledge 

that may reflect an historical understanding or influence on the domain of study. These 

frameworks may have been truthful at the time but do not stand up against new understandings 

influenced by technological breakthroughs, such as the 17th century physical construct of race 

classification versus the social construct of race influenced by current work in anthropology, 

biology, and biochemistry.  

The concept of provenance is essential in the pursuit of seeking new truths. It lends 

credibility to the study and serves to provide a rich context for the thought and perspectives 

behind the work. It can also assist in providing an additional narrative that can be useful in 

providing a deeper view of the subject or study for other researchers who are interested in 

pursuing similar inquiries or those interested in adding to the construction of a more robust 

understanding of the topic. Provenance will be useful in quantitative research as well. Recently, 

Leek, et al (2017) commenting on five ways to fix statistics in the journal Nature stated, “The 

root problem is that we know very little about how people analyse and process information…We 

need to appreciate that data analysis is not purely computational and algorithmic – it is a human 

behavior.” In answering his question on how researchers can explore data without introducing 

bias, he suggests observing what “people do now and how they report it?” Developing a 

methodologically sound provenance process may not only impact the richness of qualitative 

inquiry around the human experience but lead the way into increased acceptance of the method’s 

utilization in domains that were once seen only as measurements of quantity versus quality. 

To firmly ground this particular work in describing complex adaptive human systems 

through the photographs, narratives, and interviews of adolescent internship participants, it is 

vital to introduce the provenance process that I undertook prior to starting with the formal 
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Known 
to 

others 

Not 
known 

to 
others 

introduction that is a part of the dissertation format. To do this effectively, I will outline both the 

emic and etic provenance process that were integral components of my research prior to 

beginning with the introduction and literature review. To frame this process, I am providing two 

specific provenance frameworks that I developed to describe processes of internal/external 

reflection (analysis) used in this study that, I hope, can be utilized by future liminal researchers. 

Both frameworks are adapted from the Luft and Ingham (1955) Johari Window technique 

developed in psychology and used to help individuals reflect on their relationships to others. The 

technique provides a window into four main understandings of self: 1) open self (things we know 

about ourselves and others know about us); 2) hidden self (things we know about ourselves that 

others do not know); 3) blind self (things others know about us that we do not know); and 4) 

unknown self (things neither we nor others know about us) (Figure 1). 

Known to self            Not known to self 

 
 
 

 
Open self 

 
 
 

 
Blind self 

 
 
 

 
Hidden self 

 
 
 

 
Unknown self 

 
Figure 1 Johari Window 

In the adapted emic provenance framework (Figure 2), both Windows 1 and 2 could be 

considered new to the research process. Window 3 is typically approached as the literature 

review and Window 4 would be considered the process of synthesizing the results of the research 

and drawing conclusions. Toward a deeper understanding of the concept, the process suggested 

in Window 1 deconstructs the assumptions that are assumed by both the researcher and the  

 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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OPEN 
 

What do I assume about what  
I am about to study? 

 

1 

BLIND 
 

What do others know about what  
I am studying? 

 
3 

HIDDEN  
 

What are my personal experiences 
 related to what I am studying? 

 

2 

UNKNOWN 
 

What does the research community at-

large not know about what I am studying? 
 

4  

 
Figure 2 Provenance Framework        

community at-large.  For example, in her work on children who serve as translators and 

interpreters for family members, Orellana (2009) introduces unattributed assumptions regarding 

children as translators when she states that “the practice of family interpreting is not unique,” 

“because children generally acquire the host country language more quickly than do their 

parents…” and “language brokering is a cultural practice that is shaped by the experience of 

being an immigrant” (p. 3). These assumptions may be drawn from prior research, her work in 

the field, or general knowledge acquired from study but, in selecting these details for her 

introduction, she provides a glimpse into the particular way she is approaching her research. 

Another example of assumptions includes the way that language is used to contextualize ideas 

and knowledge. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe this process as “metaphors we live by,” 

utilizing the example of the metaphor of war to describe how a “conceptual system [that] plays a 

central role in defining our everyday realities,” is used ubiquitously and unconsciously in our 

descriptions of an argument. They propose, “It is important to see that we don’t just talk about 

arguments in terms of war. We can actually win or lose arguments. We see the person we are 

arguing with as an opponent. We attack his positions and we defend our own” (p. 4). Over time 

the conceptual framework tied to an understanding of the act of having an argument has assumed 
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or, one could say, embodied, the structures of war. Both of these examples highlight the 

assumptions of the researcher and how he approaches his work. These assumptions become 

known to the researcher upon embarking on the first part of the reflective process: etic 

provenance. Assumptions, historical understandings, conceptual frameworks, and hidden 

understandings (known to researchers and experts but not known to the general public) are part 

of this deconstructive process.  

 The second part of the provenance process is the description of personal experiences that 

relate to the question of study. Returning to Orellana, although she mentions her husband’s 

background as a child immigrant in the acknowledgement section of her book, she does not refer 

to him in the Appendix when describing her personal narrative of coming to the work. Did 

observations between her husband and his family and/or conversations with him about his 

childhood also influence her subject of study? Were there specific experiences that she observed 

as a child that might have left a lasting impression and lingering questions that followed her into 

adulthood? The emic provenance process asks the researcher to go deeper into the personal why 

of the research. To her credit, as an ethnographer, she does include a rich description of 

“experiential influences” in the Appendix of her book with the caveat that “lived experiences 

profoundly shape how we perceive things, often in ways that we do not recognize or fully 

understand ourselves” (p. 128).  

 It is often very difficult for us to see those experiences that may have shaped our 

perception. It may also be very painful. It was difficult for me to begin this process when I began 

this work. In reflecting back upon my own emic provenance, a crucial step in this process 

occurred during completion of my first qualifying exam. This exam began as the first paper in 

my first doctoral class with Karen Cadeiro-Kaplan. I was not able to finish it and took an 
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incomplete in the course. Subsequently, I took Alberto Ochoa’s course and was introduced to 

concepts such as microaggressions and the roots of prejudice. I added to the paper from my 

acquired knowledge but still could not finish it. It was not until I took William Perez’s course on 

the immigrant experience and social capital, that I had enough in my toolkit to begin 

deconstructing my own house. It was unsettling. During my explorations of my own 

multiracialness, I developed a framework that allowed me to deconstruct significant and painful 

memories that had caused me to accept or deny parts of my blended identity (Johnson Davis, 

2014). Building upon a developing understanding of chaos theory, originally introduced to me 

through Briggs and Peat’s (2000) work, I applied the amplification/bifurcation concept 

associated with chaotic and far from equilibrium phase transitions to document pivotal moments 

of experience that may have impacted my current perspective on my multiracialness:   

At some point in life, the individual recognizes that they are multiracial. In a family structure 

where ethnic identity socialization processes are strong, this recognition may come early in 

childhood. In families where these processes are weak or nonexistent, this recognition may 

come late in adolescence, in early adulthood, or even in late adulthood. Recognition may also 

come in amplification moments that build throughout the multiracial’s life until one catalyst 

event (bifurcation moment) requires a deeper level of processing, reflection, and 

understanding to change and move forward. As in my own experience, I recognized that my 

grandparents were different when they spoke a different language (childhood, recognition 

event 1), I recognized that I was different than others when I experienced the traumatic event 

of my Big Nana’s 96th birthday party (adolescence, recognition event 2), and I recognized I 

was different than others when I moved into adulthood (recognition event 3 and 4) and had 

several amplification events that propelled me toward a deeper understanding. In my case, 

each of these recognition moments had a different outcome, as shown below:  
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Childhood R1 → Uncertainty → Passing  

Adolescence R2 → Self-Loathing → Selection  

Adulthood R3 → Uncertainty → Assimilation  

Adulthood R4 → Anger → Selection  

Adulthood B1 →Understanding → Transformation  

Adulthood B2 →Understanding → Inspirited 

In addition to these amplification moments, I outline key bifurcation points that pushed me 

toward change and transformation. These points allowed me to reflect on past amplification 

points and provide more feedback into my personal identity system. At any of these points, I 

could have processed information differently and, thus, have had different outcomes. In my 

case, these bifurcation points, B1 – genealogical study of my heritage and ancestry, and B2 – 

study and reflection as part of my doctoral work, pushed me from feeling oppressed and 

depressed by being multiracial to being actualized, integrated, and inspirited. (p. 11-12)  

Isolating experiences through key memories may be useful for the liminal researcher embarking 

on the emic provenance process. As the researcher begins to deconstruct memory, she can focus 

on those recollections that stand out or are amplified and code these appropriately. In my 

process, I coded experiences of multiracialness for childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Once 

this was completed, I assigned a feeling, such as uncertainty, and then determined the 

experience’s effect on me at that time. In childhood, for example, I was passing but in adulthood 

I assimilated. After determining key recognition or amplification events, I then determined which 

events induced change or bifurcation. These bifurcation events pushed me to a deeper 

understanding of self and, in fact, of the value of the recontextualization of experiences within 

the deconstruction process. 
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  The first component of the emic provenance process, therefore, is a general self- 

exploration in relation to the question being asked, followed by an analysis of experiences that 

relate to this question. The interplay between a developed understanding of external assumptions 

and the richness of the internal experiences allows the researcher to build a more solid 

framework with deconstruction of understanding helping to weave a stronger reconstructive 

process (Figure 3). Undertaking this process, I began with developing understanding through 

narrative exposition and followed this by an in-depth review and analysis of those key 

experiences (visualized as the red dots in Figure 3). In the case of the subject of my dissertation, 

this allowed me to understand the act of internship in a completely different way than I had 

previously thought about the topic based on my own personal assumptions as influenced by 

current work in the field. Using these provenance techniques, I believe that I have been able to 

enrich the depth of the study and increase its possible relevancy across disciplines.  

 
Figure 3 Provenance Phase Diagram 

I have spent time on articulating this process because of its relevancy to the research and findings 

as presented in this study. Therefore, as stated previously, prior to the formal introduction, I will 

begin the dissertation with a dedicated section using this technique that I hope may serve as a 

model for researchers who choose to use this method. Because I am presenting the concept of 
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provenance after reflecting on the internship process from my vantage point in 2018 as opposed 

to when I first began thinking about the subject in 2007, my provenance process will look 

somewhat different from the model that I am hoping to outline for other liminal researchers who 

would embark upon the reflective process after formulating the research question. Therefore, my 

provenance section will include a short introduction to how I came to work with internships and 

student interns that will serve to preface both the etic and emic provenance sections of Chapter 1. 

Artifacts of evidence of assumptions will be described in this section and will also be included in 

the Appendix section of this dissertation for further review. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROVENANCE 

Introduction 

In fall 2007 I began as a volunteer working with the new charter school, High Tech High 

Chula Vista (HTHCV). After being formally hired in January 2008, I was tasked to help build 

the first Internship program offered in South County, San Diego that would place a diverse group 

of 150 juniors in four-week internships across the County. In 2000, when the flagship school 

High Tech High was launched, an innovation to the high school curriculum was introduced with 

the opportunity for all students in their junior year to participate in a workplace internship. These 

internships were originally developed through their workforce partnership with staffing provider 

Manpower with the entire process overseen by a primary internship coordinator. By the time that 

I began with the organization, the process of internship had moved from internship coordinators 

located at the various High Tech High schools to junior teacher-driven assistance for student 

placement.  

From 2007-2010, I worked to lay the groundwork for a successful launch at the newest 

school High Tech High Chula Vista. To do so, I first performed an operational scan of current 

services, meeting with existing internship placement site personnel and collecting research 

regarding what was working and not working for the organization in terms of internship. It was 

during the two and half years prior to the implementation of the HTHCV first internship cohort 

in May 2010 that I worked with these mentors to refine processes, including, for some of the 

larger organizations like the San Diego Zoo and SPAWAR, to consolidate the point of contact 

for discussions about internship. One of the processes indicated by organizations that was not 

efficient was the numerous points of contact with teachers at High Tech High and the inundation 

of students and parents contacting the companies as internships were about to launch. Because of 
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the lack of a primary internship coordinator at the school sites, students were tasked to find their 

own internship sites and scaffolding was provided to do so. Because of the teacher-driven design 

process which allowed for flexibility in the way that school directors and junior teachers 

approached the internship process, there was no one method for approaching businesses which, 

for the organizations, caused quite a strain on personnel fielding numerous calls and emails, as 

well as creating confusion as multiple students, parents, and teachers contacted them to secure 

internships. This lack of understanding caused many of the prior internship sites to discontinue 

offering internships or, for those that still believed in the value of the process, to receive 

assurance that they would work with only one school.  

Concurrent with the organizational scanning process, I began to meet with organizations, 

schools, nonprofits, government officials, small business leaders, and service providers that had 

not been previous internship sites to develop relationships and pilot small initiatives in which the 

students could show off how they could work in office settings. One of the main concerns that 

had to be assuaged for these new sites was how high school students would act in the workplace. 

Organizational expectations of teens in the early years of developing internship placements were 

quite low and I spent much of my time cheerleading and championing the efficacy of adolescent 

work in the real-world and cultivating mentors’ own sense of purpose to help and nurture young 

people. Often, getting a business to take on an intern or interns came down to organizational 

need – they had more work than they had staff to accomplish and an extra hand might make all 

the difference. For most, it was the understanding of how internships might have played a role or 

not played a role in their career paths, in addition to an almost intrinsic understanding of the 

equity of participating in internships, that helped them take the plunge. 
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Figure 4 First HTHCV Internship Flier, 2010 

To accomplish my purpose of ensuring that the first graduating class of 2011 would all 

have significant internship experiences, I set about creating fliers that described the internship 

experience for students (Figure 4) and used materials that had been developed by High Tech 

High, which included the HTH Internship Manual that I co-edited that year with Simi Rush, 

High Tech High’s internship lead at the main campus. The following year, because of the cost 

associated with producing the mentor manual, I developed a streamlined version of a flier that I 

passed out during meetings with prospective internship sites (Appendix E). These are presented 

as artifacts of evidence of my assumptions about my concept of internship which I will delineate 

further in the etic provenance section of this chapter.  

From 2007-2014, I operated under a specific set of assumptions regarding the nature of 

internship, which radically changed on March 11, 2014. I had already been pursuing doctoral 

work since 2011 with the goal of focusing the subject of my dissertation on multiracial identity 

and emerging concepts of what I then called inspiritedness. It was during a conversation with a 
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fellow doctoral student on our two-hour trip to Claremont Graduate University for evening 

classes, that I began to focus on internship. She convinced me that I was an expert in internship 

and that I should begin to focus on this as the subject of my dissertation as it could be completed 

quickly. Little did she know that that conversation would change the depth of the dissertation 

process and my life path. That March, I planned a two-hour brainstorming meeting with our 11th 

grade teachers where we would work to describe our goals for internship, discuss workshop 

topics, and come up with innovative ways to collect student reflections about their work. We 

started this meeting with a Skype call from the co-founder of High Tech High, Rob Riordan, who 

would help describe the history of internship. Rob discussed his work with the Cambridge 

Rindge and Latin School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and his collaboration with former 

colleague at Cambridge Rindge, and co-founder of High Tech High, Larry Rosenstock. He had 

also provided me with a Word document to share with the group which contained his book 

chapter which had been included in a book on school reform. It was what Rob said at the end of 

his short fifteen-minute discussion that would change my work and my life forever. To sum up 

what Rob’s intentions regarding internship were when he first began to implement the idea at 

High Tech High, I asked him to explain what, in his opinion, the ultimate goal of the internship 

experience was for our students. He simply responded, “my only goal, my only question is, are 

you different than you were before.” The profoundness of his words struck me dumb and my 

mind starting to whirl. My assumptions had been entirely wrong. 

Etic Provenance 

 I had initially approached my work with High Tech High Chula Vista based on a set of 

assumptions that I believed true gathered from what I had heard about the goals and intent of 

internship and from my own experiences that I will outline in the next section. The main 
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assumption about internship was that it was a way for a young person to learn about a specific 

career by being placed at a work site. This was consistent with the messaging from High Tech 

High that I had looked to in order to begin to craft a plan. In the Academic Internship Field 

Manual (Appendix F) distributed to student interns, mentors, and teachers, included student 

quotes referenced “my internship has taught me a lot about the workplace,” and “I’ve realized 

that Non-Profit organizations do a lot of hard work.” Understanding of the workplace was 

juxtaposed with a glimmering understanding of something else, “A neat thing happened on 

Tuesday was that my mentor gave me a pair of office keys. I believe this is a good thing because 

this means my mentor trusts me.” The goal, as presented by the manual, was that the internship 

would be a challenging and valuable learning experience for both interns, mentors, and teachers 

and would, specifically, help interns “learn about careers, the world of work – and yourself.” 

Mentors “can help employees deal with the challenges associated with a successful, productive, 

and meaningful work-life. It is our hope that you, as a mentor, can assist your intern in the same 

manner and facilitate their introduction into the professional world.” For teachers, the goals of 

internship were succinct: increase student awareness of the significance of school and learning 

for their future professions; increase college enrollment; and support academic achievement. 

These goals were attributed to the source “School-to-Work: Making a Difference in Education” 

(Hughes, Bailey, & Mechur, 2001). Teachers were also advised that internships were real-life 

textbooks, covering subjects including “workplace ethics, communications skills, teamwork, 

financial awareness, time management, and resumes, as well as the subject matter of the work at 

hand.” In advising teachers, the manual clearly defined how internships were the first 

introduction for a student concerning a career path and how they fit into the professional world.  
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 In section 4.1, the manual refers to the concept of the apprentice, describing how modern 

internships resemble apprenticeships of the past where young have worked alongside older 

accomplished people to learn specific skills, and cites five basic workplace competencies as 

delineated by the report “What Work Requires of Schools: A SCANS Report for America 2000” 

published in 1991 by the U.S. Department of Labor: 

• Resources: Time, money, facilities, and people 

• Interpersonal: Team work, teaching co-workers, client relationships, leadership, and 

negotiating 

• Information: Gather, evaluate, organize, interpret, and use computers to process and share 

• Systems: Understand complex relationships, monitors, and corrects own work 

performance, and improves performance 

• Technology: Selects, applies, and maintains appropriate technology tools 

These five competencies were also included in the updated version of the manual that my 

colleague and I modified as we launched our individual internship processes.  

 Until the conversation with Rob, my assumptions of internship were consistent with the 

High Tech High messaging and my own cursory research on the subject. When I worked with 

internship sites, the concept of internship was the same, a workplace experience meant to help 

students select a career. Discussions with mentors detailing their own experiences also 

reaffirmed that, if they had participated in an internship, it was during college to prepare for their 

career of choice. They were often treated poorly and felt they would have learned more if they 

had been given proper mentorship, hence their eagerness to participate in the process. 

Essentially, Rob redirected these held assumptions and started me thinking about his goal of 

internship. I began to ask the question, how are students different after completing an internship? 
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My own daughter had participated in the first HTHCV cohort of interns, working at the Whaley 

House in Old Town, San Diego. I remembered her face when I dropped her off for the first time 

as she tried to pretend that she was not as uncomfortable as she really was. Yet, four weeks later, 

she was different. She had changed. In 2011, she had graduated but took a gap year to complete 

additional internships. She continued interning at the Whaley House while also interning with the 

City of Chula Vista, a local theatre, and High Tech Elementary Chula Vista as a kindergarten 

teaching assistant. By 2014, I had seen these experiences change her and make her more focused 

on what she hoped to pursue – cultural anthropology. She completed Cal Poly San Luis Obispo 

in less than three years because of this focus and is now in graduate school at San Diego State 

University. Her internships may have contributed workplace skills, but this was not the main 

influencer. I saw her grow and develop as a woman, saw her trying to solve problems on her own 

to ease her discomfort with the new spaces. What I really observed was the learning process in 

motion. And it wasn’t just me. Parents and teachers commented after every internship cohort that 

their daughters, sons, students, had changed. They were different. My assumptions about 

internship began to change.  

Emic Provenance 

 In 1984 I signed up for the school newspaper class thinking that I wanted to be a 

journalist. I was a good writer, my 10th grade teacher told me, so I thought that would be a good 

outlet since my school did not have a creative writing club or other alternate source for 

channeling my creativity. I had never joined a school club before but quickly enjoyed working 

with my friends and the journalism teacher, who was very supportive. I was voted by my class to 

be the editor and, unbeknownst to me, my teacher applied for me to be recognized with other 

editors in our local newspaper. I truly enjoyed being part of a collective group of individuals 
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working together to research and write, so much so, that I applied to Northwestern University 

and was accepted to the journalism department in the early spring of 1985. Not wanting to leave 

California, however, I enrolled in the University of La Verne’s journalism degree program 

instead and moved into the dorms in the fall, the first and only time I have left my home. 

 It was during the summer of 1986 after my first year at ULV that I hoped to fill my time 

with an internship, a suggestion made by made journalism teacher to all the outgoing spring 

semester students. Not knowing how to pursue an internship, I spoke with my mother who was 

extremely active in the community, mentoring young women as a way to pay back the 

opportunity that she had received when she was a young woman just starting out. She was given 

a scholarship to a local beauty school if she cleaned the school after hours and, as my mother 

said, “because she had the nerve to ask.” My mother had a lot of nerve, and she used it to get me 

an internship with the local, small town paper. It was one of the worst experiences of my life. 

 I was a very shy and fearful child and a very shy and fearful adolescent. Joining the 

newspaper class was a way for me to step out of my comfort zone and it was a wonderfully, 

empowering experience. But, I was sheltered from the world, by my own family and by the 

structures of school, and I was unprepared for the experience. In many ways, I believe it set back 

my growth and development years and, to this day, I shudder when I hear a man talk angrily and 

loud. For my intern mentor, Mr. Banner, was a yeller. Although I was uncomfortable entering a 

place that was unknown to me, I walked in with my mother that first day – I think that she knew 

that I would need help to transition to the new space. Those first few days of internship went 

well. I can’t recollect how many days I interned per week, but I met with Mr. Banner at least two 

times cordially. He asked about my experiences writing and offered suggestions regarding story 
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topics. He also allowed me to pitch ideas. I wrote several pieces that I felt synthesized my quirky 

style with real reporting (Figure 5). But, I never felt an easiness or affability with him and you    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Bonita Style article 

could always tell that he was on edge. It was probably the third time we met when he began to 

yell at me. It is pertinent to note that these are the impressions of an 18-year-old shy and insecure 

girl and that, perhaps, he was trying to be what he thought of as an editor, but it was quite 

intimidating. The eagerness that I had, after our initial conversation, to get out in my community 

to research and write, was replaced with utter fear of stepping into the office and being yelled at. 

In September, after working there for about six weeks, I met him at the office where, in front of 

staff, he belittled and terrified me at the same time. This event so traumatized me that it is even 

difficult now to recollect most of the details. I left crying, went home, and told my mother I was 

quitting the internship. I never spoke to him again. My mother called Mr. Banner to tell him that 

I would not be coming back. He insisted that he speak to me. I will never forget the horror I felt 

at having to speak to the man, and, hysterically, I refused. In mid-September I went back to 

ULV. I quit in October. I decided not to pursue journalism and, instead, pursued a degree in 

English at the University of San Diego.  
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 My personal experience informs my concepts of internship. It is, perhaps, why I was so 

reticent to embrace it as a topic of research. In many ways it feels as if the universe has gotten a 

little laugh at my expense. Knowing that I was unable to stand up for myself during the time of 

my own internship, I have spent a decade standing up for others. These personal experiences also 

include my mother’s own experience that she passed down to me as stories of her training in 

cosmetology. Although her experience doesn’t fit exactly with the picture of internship as a way 

to become more immersed in career, it definitely runs parallel to it. My other experiences of 

internship are through the lens of motherhood. Both my daughters completed internships through 

the HTHCV internship program that I created, nurtured, and administered. Much of my initial 

understanding of internship, not as a method for creating a future workforce but as a 

developmental rite of passage needed by a complex adaptive human system to grow, is through 

watching my daughters struggle to find themselves in the process, as it is with the 1,100 students 

from 2010-2017 that I have had the privilege of observing. As Riordan (1998) states, “If we ask 

what adolescents – at work, school, or play – are really working on, and if we have the patience 

to pursue the question, we begin to understand that they are constructing their lives” (p. 152). I 

hope that the process of provenance has helped articulate the background from which I approach 

the research study and allows for a fresh beginning for seeing how experiences like internship 

can affect adolescents’ lives. Understanding our youth through a neoliberal lens versus a 

developmental/complex adaptive systems lens will not end well for us. The continued cause and 

effect relationship of content delivery and assessment, of seeing children only as “machine men 

with machine minds,” cannot lead to our emergent selves (Chaplin & Chaplin, 1941). It is within 

this context that I present this research study – a story of how one group of young people, during 

the spring of 2015, worked to construct their lives. 
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CHAPTER 2 

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation is about potential. It is about the potential of human beings, particularly 

the unlimited potential of our children. This potential is not the concept that we are the most 

familiar with, built on the unstable construct of a human as a form of machine, linear-based and 

focused, and valuable only as an economic tool. Reducing human beings and human learning to 

machine men with machine minds is what Lakoff and Johnson (1980) refer to in their book by 

the same name “metaphors we live by.” This man-machine metaphor has informed our study of 

human behavior, our social systems, our science, and is firmly entrenched within our educational 

system. In education, the idea rests squarely on the belief that we can put into place a series of 

components, or a curriculum, that will or at least should produce a set of outcomes that we can 

measure and quantify. It is a deterministic cause and effect relationship. If I teach John to 

identify numbers, he will learn how to count. If he learns how to count, he will learn how to add 

and subtract, multiply and divide. Along the way, I can measure his mastery of these concepts 

and compare these results with how other children have performed the tasks to draw the 

conclusion that John and his peers have learned. If, however, John does not fulfill the 

requirements for what is set forth as mastery, if he falls behind and continues to fail, he is 

deemed as deficit and determined to be non-proficient in the subject matter. Yet, despite not 

acquiring mastery of specific content when he is eight or eleven or fifteen, John still cognitively 

develops throughout the course of his life, solves problems, proactively responds to situations, 

and, undoubtedly, learns to add, subtract, multiply, and divide as a necessity of life and 

commerce. How do these two ways of learning work together? In our current century, and 

moving forward toward an incredibly complex future in which a vast array of problems will need 

to be solved requiring divergent and flexible thinking, I propose that they do not. 
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What is Human Learning? 

The way that we currently think about human learning is through this Newtonian 

framework of causality. We have a set of laws (i.e., curriculum, methods of instruction, 

assessment) and if we follow these laws we determine with a sense of certainty that we should 

get specific results. If we do not get the results we believe measure the quality of the educational 

process, we seek improvements to the system, the instructor, and the student in our attempt to 

continue to support our assertions that we can predict the phenomena of human learning. This is 

a flawed assumption. Classical or Newtonian mechanics works in describing phenomena in 

relation to its mass, position, and the forces applied to it. When you think of gravity, for 

example, the moon’s mass and its position relative to Earth results in a gravitational pull (force) 

causing the rise and fall of our ocean’s tides. This effect can be calculated because the moon and 

Earth are in fixed locations with specific masses. But, is a human being, and the individual 

learning processes that lead to his change and growth, in this type of classically fixed position 

during the course of his lifetime? Most of us would agree that this is not the case.  

If the Newtonian approach that we cling to worked as an effective construct for 

understanding learning, human beings should be able to be programmed through specific inputs 

which yield specific outputs. Any variances in this process, we determine lies in some external 

force that is acting upon the individual or a result of the individual’s own actions and behaviors. 

This method for interpreting human behavior and processes spans across the sciences and 

disciplines from the behaviorists in psychology to Cartesian ideals in philosophy, but how does it 

account for spontaneous growth and change in a human system? What happens when the student 

labeled as underachiever for not meeting the valued standards becomes a successful entrepreneur 

despite her socioeconomic circumstances and lack of social capital? How does an English 
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Language Learner show rapid understanding of the English language when working with other 

peers in project-based learning environments? Are they simply outliers or through their actions 

do they describe a process that we have not yet completely grasped? Quantum mechanics may 

come closer to describing these educational anomalies by its focus on describing outcomes in 

terms of probabilities not certainties. If you knew, for example, that the underachieving 

entrepreneur started a lemonade stand at age 5 or a home business at 11, you may say, in 

retrospect, that there was a probability that she would be successful. While she is in grade 

school, however, we still have no way of knowing that she will be an entrepreneur and, based on 

our currently classically informed method for assessing her value as a learner given that she has 

underperformed in school, she should be unsuccessful and ignorant in the future.  

As we all know through our own experiences, however, humans are unpredictable and 

complex. If we were to share our own stories of learning, how many of us would have been 

labeled underperformers or that student who asked too many questions? If we succeeded was it 

because of our intellect or because we were able to navigate a linear system, one in which we 

understood the input and produced the output in the expected manner? These are the types of 

questions that we must ask as we work to deconstruct how we have approached the study of 

human learning. We must first recognize the linear, reductive foundations that our current system 

of education and learning is built upon, draw connections to our own lives as educators, teachers, 

and innovators, and construct a new understanding. This understanding has profound 

implications for nurturing the spark of potential that lies within each one of us at birth. It is what 

helps us weather our circumstances, it allows us to adapt to an intense barrage of emotional and 

physical situations, and it is what pushes us forward, growing and changing in concert with 
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others (for we do not learn alone). If what burns inside of us is the spirit of potential, then the fire 

is chaos. 

Complexity and Chaos 

 If reducing human learning to a series of inputs and outputs does not work, if we can 

never account for every external and internal variable, seen and unseen, that exerts force on the 

learning process, then will we ever have a unified theory of human learning that can propel us to 

the next level of development, of adaptation? Science has the answer. Our observations tell the 

story. Like the systems that surround us and are within us, we are a biological system that is 

more than the sum of our parts – a complex adaptive system. A complex adaptive system is 

defined by Holland (1992) as one that “involve[s] large numbers of parts undergoing a 

kaleidoscopic array of simultaneous nonlinear interactions” (p. 184). Complex adaptive systems 

are greater than the sum of their parts and cannot be reduced to individual parts through a cause 

and effect relationship. The human body itself is a complex adaptive system made up of millions 

of cells with a varied array of different functions. If we try to reduce the body to cells or organs, 

blood or bones, the system ceases to function as one cohesive unit. It is the interworking and 

complexity of the relationships with all of the parts that make up the holistic living organism. 

 Complex adaptive systems have several key characteristics that delineate them from 

simple systems. These differences are outlined in Table 1. Simple systems are linear systems. A 

small input into the system will produce a small output. Change happens incrementally and in 

direct proportion to the system inputs. Any changes that occur in this kind of system are “a direct 

consequence of the interaction between the parts at all times” (Complexity Labs, 2014, n.p.). A 

complex non-linear system, on the other hand, is unpredictable. It does not operate on 
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SIMPLE SYSTEM COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEM 

Linear Non-Linear 

Closed system Open System 
(Feedback loops) 

Single level relationships Multi-level relationships 

Reducible Non-reducible 

Discrete model Abstract model 

Rigid Flexible 

Static Dynamic 

Deterministic Non-deterministic 

Incremental Integrated 

Predictable Initially simple, increasingly complex 
(Patterns-Synchronization) 

Ordered Spontaneous order 
(Self-organized) 

Non-emergent Emergent 

Table 1 Comparison of Simple vs. Complex Adaptive System 

proportionality of input>output but is influenced by small changes to the system. Combined with 

a complexity of relationships that affect the system, large, small or no changes can occur. A 

complex adaptive system changes as a result of its multi-level relationships across many 

environmental scales. These changes cannot be predicted from its current structure and complex 

patterns, synchronization, and spontaneous order (self-organization) may emerge (Kaisler & 

Madey, 2009).  

Complex scientists believe that complex adaptive systems maintain themselves on a 

continuum between order and randomness in what has been called the “edge of chaos” or “far  
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Figure 6 Far From Equilibrium 

from equilibrium.” It is theorized in the physical sciences and in mathematics that there is a point 

between perfect symmetry and utter chaos in an adaptive system that serves as a lever point or 

phase transition where the current structure collapses and is replaced by new patterns of 

organization or transformed into something different. According to Eidelson (1997), “Although a 

complex adaptive system generates its own patterned evolution through intrinsic dynamics and 

self-organizational tendencies, the CAS [complex adaptive system] can also exhibit abrupt, 

nonlinear, and often dramatic transformations from one reference state to a qualitatively different 

one when sufficiently perturbed by internal or external forces. From the dynamical systems 

perspective, this discontinuity is called a bifurcation or phase transition. This is an important 

point to pause on. We are familiar with the concept of equilibrium in science as a system’s 

attempt to reach a state of balance and in human emotion as a state of equanimity. At one end of 

the tight rope lies order or a state of symmetry. At the other end lies randomness or disorder. For 

complex adaptive systems, far from equilibrium is the bifurcation point that lies on this edge of 

chaos and may be the system’s point of change (Figure 6). During this phase transition at the 

edge of chaos, the system’s micro components get reconfigured into a “qualitatively different 

macro structure” with the original components remaining relatively unchanged (Complexity 

Labs, 2014, n.p.). The system exhibits emergent processes through this transformation in that the 

new state resulting from the transformation is unpredictable and novel. The system evolves into 
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new “regimes of behavior exhibiting new properties that could not have been predicted to arise 

prior to the transformation” (Complexity Labs, 2014, n.p.). Morowitz (2009) describes the 

concept of emergence as “an orderly unfolding of the world, but an unfolding rich in novelty” (p. 

20). In charting the “emergence of everything” from the primordium to the elements to 

eukaryotes to hominids to spiritually, Morowitz concludes that the next emergence of the human 

mind requires that “we must create and live an ethics that optimizes human life and moves to the 

spiritual. To do this, we must use our science…” (p. 200).  

 Morowitz explains an interesting convergence of science and spirit as he charts the next 

movements toward the next evolutionary step for humanity. In charting the progress that science 

has made to understand and classify, he also discusses the difficulty of approaching complex 

systems from a Newtonian framework: 

…one assumes that the time average of a behavior of a simple system is equal to the 

average of a whole ensemble of possible entities chosen to represent the system of 

interest; thus, the pruning rules force the behavior to converge about the mean, rather 

than the divergence that sometimes occurs in the nonequilibrium systems we study in 

contemporary examples of emergence. The solution to the seeming paradox is that the 

classical case deals with the unique state of equilibrium, which is a global extremum and 

sits at the bottom of an energy well. Complex systems are far from equilibrium and are 

represented mathematically by rugged landscapes in a phase space. (p. 10) 

The complexity of a complex adaptive system, which can reconfigure simple inputs to a vast 

array of unpredictable outputs within an ecological framework that works on multi-level 

relationship synergies and environmental inputs, seems to reside in this incubative phase space. 

This point far from equilibrium is also where the science of complexity and chaos converge with 



18 
 

human learning for, as scientists are able to study the phase transitions that occur when a liquid 

changes to gas or when a pot of water boils, psychologists, educators, and learning scientists can 

study these birfurcations through the active understanding of how humans learn. It is through the 

identification and application of this phase transition, or what I will redefine as a liminal space, 

that we can move beyond the classical mechanistic system view traditionally used to frame an 

understanding of learning and educative processes to firmly take our place among the myriad of 

complex adaptive systems that comprise our universe. Therefore, this dissertation will present a 

developing understanding of young people as complex adaptive human systems and use visual 

and narrative artifacts to pinpoint phase transitions when students may have reconfigured their 

knowledge and understanding of self and external relationships to others and their environments 

to become something different than they were before entering an internship experience. It is not a 

study of internship as it would be interpreted through the Newtonian lens as a cause and effect 

means to produce understanding of how young people enter the world of work but as a method to 

understand how a human system adapts to his or her environment through the lens of complexity 

and chaos.  

Defining the Liminal 

In complex systems, the local structure of the system collapses at the edge of chaos, 

giving rise to new patterns of organization that are unpredictable based on the simple inputs into 

the system. This form of collapse or reconfiguration into something new may happen for humans 

through the process of learning and cognitive-emotional growth. If a human being is, in fact, a 

complex adaptive system, then she should demonstrate some similarities with other complex 

adaptive systems with regards to the bifurcation, far from equilibrium trigger point theorized by 

scientists and mathematicians. However, this may not look like water freezing or boiling water 
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turning into steam. To see these amplifications and then bifurcations occur, we need to utilize the 

schema that anthropologically and biologically fits within the socio-emotional-cognitive 

structures that comprise our humanity. As we are tuned to interact with the other biologically as 

evidenced through the development of mirror neurons and our socially-cued visual and auditory 

abilities, the instrument of choice for identifying a human’s phase transition is not the 

microscope or petri dish, it is visual and narrative artifacts, personal reflection and meaning 

making, and good old-fashioned observation. It is during the latter that I believe the intersection 

of the physical and social sciences intersected to describe evidence that complex adaptive human 

systems do exhibit phase transition points that change the system and are reconfigured. These 

trigger points were literally described by Turner (1986) in terms of being thrust to the edge of 

chaos to make meaning. In rites of passage ceremonies passed down in both oral and visual 

performance traditions, young initiates were placed into a chaotic point of transition into 

difference that Van Gennep named the “liminal stage.” 

The liminal stage or state is a term with anthropological origins. Its Latin root word 

limen, meaning threshold, was first used by the early 20th century German folklorist Arnold Van 

Gennep (1873-1957). In his highly influential book, Les rites de passage, Van Gennep 

(1960/1909) explored the intricacies of rites of passage, specifically mentioning that there was a 

dearth of description on how rites were performed in sequential order. For Van Gennep, rites of 

passage were defined as times when an individual or social group separates from one world and 

enters another. As a threshold for a door is “the boundary between the foreign and domestic 

worlds in the case of an ordinary dwelling…to cross the threshold is to unite oneself with a new 

world” (p. 20). Following several years of observations, he theorized that there were three phases 

of passage rituals: preliminal (rites of separation), liminal (rites of transition or threshold rites), 
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and postliminal (rites of incorporation). He explored these processes through several key rites of 

passage rituals including pregnancy and childbirth, birth and childhood, betrothal and marriage, 

initiation, and funeral rites. 

 Van Gennep was the originator of the anthropologically-oriented term liminal. The word, 

however, was relatively obscure outside these circles until anthropologist Victor Turner (1920-

1983) brushed it off for use in his lifelong study of the Ndembu tribe of Zambia. In Ritual 

Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, Turner (1969) strengthened Van Gennep’s definition of 

liminal by defining it as a state in development that is betwixt and between: “Liminal entities are 

neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, 

custom, convention, and ceremonial” (p. 95). He further refined Van Gennep’s framework by 

examining some of his key terms: 

The first phase (of separation) comprises symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of 

the individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set 

of cultural conditions (a ‘state’), or from both. During the intervening ‘liminal’ period, 

the characteristics of the ritual subject (the ‘passenger’) are ambiguous; he passes through 

a cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state. In the 

third phase (reaggregation or reincorporation) the passage is consummated. (p. 94) 

Individuals in the liminal state are at once in and out of time and structure. They are sexless and 

anonymous, silent, and humbled. Additionally, emerging during the liminal period is a sense of, 

what Turner defined, as communitas – recognition of an essential common human bond “without 

which there would be no society” (p. 97).  

In addition to redefining and broadening the depth of the term liminal and adding the 

term communitas, in his later work, Turner began to explore how the liminal state is deeply tied 
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to man’s use of symbols and metaphors, particularly in their usage in philosophy, science, art, 

and religion. In Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, Turner 

(1974) clarifies the liminal state as “any condition outside or on the peripheries of everyday life. 

It is often a sacred condition or can readily become one” (p. 53). Turner labeled poets, writers, 

and religious prophets as liminal thinkers. Social dramas and public crises had liminal 

characteristics, “since it is a threshold between more or less stable phases of the social process” 

(p. 39). Even social change, “millenarian movements,” would originate when societies were in 

liminal transitions between social structures (p. 47). In subsequent works, Turner focused on 

liminality in social drama, developing a postmodern dramaturgy which allowed exploration of 

chaotic situations (Boje, 2003). Turner (1988) saw theater as “a cultural mirroring of the 

meaning-seeking process at the public, generalizing level” (p. 37). Within the art form, as in 

society, there are inherent tensions of schism and peace, of resistance and submission, of 

“aharmonic or disharmonic social processes” (Turner, 1974, p. 37). This was the human 

experience. Yet it is in within the liminal spaces of these tensions that Turner felt provided the 

foundry for developing meaning. His exploration of theatre in two books, From Ritual to 

Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play (2001) and The Anthropology of Performance (1988) 

are backdrops for current research and writings on the subject of liminality in terms of theatrical 

performance, dance, literature, and visual art.  

It was through his later work, however, that Turner broadened his developing 

understanding of the term he had more fully developed from Van Gennep’s original ideas. In The 

Anthropology of Experience (1986) edited by Turner and fellow anthropologist Edward M. 

Bruner, Turner’s essay on Dewey, Dilthey, and Drama outlines a lifetime journey of gained 

understanding. It is within this essay, that Turner carefully links human experience with concepts 
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that he had explored in previous books. In addition to providing further clarity on the term 

liminality – “liminality can perhaps be described as a fructile chaos, a storehouse of possibilities, 

not a random assemblage but a striving after new forms and structures, a gestation process, a 

fetation of modes appropriate to postliminal experience” (p. 42) and expanded in Schechner & 

Appel (1990) by adding, “it is what goes on in nature in the fertilized egg, in the chrysalis, and 

even more richly and complexly in their cultural homologues” (p. 12) – he supports his ideas for 

liminality, communitas, meaning, and experience by drawing on the work of John Dewey and 

Wilhelm Dilthey. Turner recognized that the liminal state provides a place for unique structures 

of experience. That through the process of making sense of these experiences, of striving to 

crystallize what we know about our past with our feelings and thoughts about our present lives, 

we create meaning which is difficult to measure. His essay outlines Dewey’s own view which 

saw works of art and drama as celebrations of ordinary experience (what Bruner calls 

expressions in his foreword) and Dilthey’s ideal of “structures of experience,” those experiences 

that stand out or are amplified. Turner believed that the “experience of a living creature is 

capable of aesthetic quality” (p. 38) and that these qualities were housed in the visual (i.e., 

dramatic visual representations, art, symbol, etc.). This concept is succinctly described by his 

inclusion of Dewey’s rationale on the artist, the intellectual, and aesthetics as quoted in 

McDermott (1981): 

The difference between the aesthetic and the intellectual is thus one of the places where 

the emphasis falls in the constant rhythm that marks the interaction of the live creature 

with his surroundings. The ultimate matter of both emphases in experience is the same, as 

is also their general form. The odd notion that an artist does not think and a scientific 

inquirer does nothing but think is the result of converting a difference of tempo and 
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emphasis into a difference in kind. The thinker has his aesthetic moment when his ideas 

cease to be mere ideas and become corporate meanings of objects. The artist has his 

problems and thinks as he works. But his thought is more immediately embodied in the 

object. Because of the comparative remoteness of his end the scientific worker operates 

with symbols, words, and mathematical signs. The artist does his thinking in the very 

qualitative media he works in, and the terms lie so close to the object he is producing that 

they merge directly into it. (Turner & Bruner, p. 38) 

Dewey’s rationale is deconstructed by Bruner in the book’s foreword particularly with regards to 

the idea of the problematic dialectic between expression and experience in that experience 

structures expressions and expressions structure experience. It is important to interject that, for 

Turner, the liminal space is where this dialectic occurs. Bruner summarizes this tension 

brilliantly: 

The critical distinction here is between reality (what is really out there, whatever that may 

be), experience (how that reality presents itself to consciousness), and expressions (how 

individual experience is framed and articulated). In a life history, as I have indicated 

elsewhere (Bruner 1984:7), the distinction is between life as lived (reality), life as 

experienced (experience), and life as told (expression). Only a naïve positivist would 

believe that expressions are equivalent to reality; and we recognize in everyday life the 

gap between experience and its symbolic manifestation in expression. Some expressions 

are inchoate, in that we simply do not understand what we are experiencing, either 

because the experiences are not storyable, or because we lack the performative and 

narrative resources, or because the vocabulary is lacking. As we ourselves are telling 

others about an experience, we sometimes realize, even as we speak, that our account 
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does not fully encompass all that we thought and felt during that experience…there are 

inevitable gaps between reality, experience, and expressions, and the tension among them 

constitutes a key problematic in the anthropology of experience. (Turner & Bruner, p. 7) 

It is within the discussion set forth in The Anthropology of Experience that Turner and Bruner 

connect what they have observed regarding transitional stages in individuals and community 

groups in field (Turner in Zambia and Bruner in Sumatra) with philosophical discourse on man’s 

search for meaning through symbolic expressions.  

It is important to have a clear understanding of how Van Gennep and Turner’s original 

conceptualization of liminality links with human experience and expression and, ultimately, how 

these ideas link with viewing the process of human learning through the complex adaptive 

system perspective. The connection can be clearly seen when it is displayed as a logical 

argument (Figure 7). To develop further understanding, Turner’s conceptualization of liminal 

spaces involved looking at states that were betwixt and between. These states were states in  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Connecting Terms 

transition – they were ambiguous, androgynous, ageless, and immeasurable. Because of the 

natural tensions on the human system that were indicative of these states of transition, being in 

the liminal space (in transition) gave meaning to the experience. In fact, understanding rites of 

passage experiences was what Van Gennep originally set out to do (Van Gennep, 1960/1909). 

These experiences structured overt symbolic expressions. In tribal settings, these visual 

Liminal = (Phase) Transition  

Transition = (Reconfigure) Meaning Making 

Meaning Making = (Change) Learning 

Learning = (Artifacts) Expressions  
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expressions took the form of art work on a cave wall or body paint on an initiate. These 

expressions, in turn, were symbols for the individual learning that had occurred which was then 

shared with the tribe. Therefore, as complex adaptive systems, Van Gennep and, more robustly, 

Turner may have unintentionally identified and isolated the phase transition in humans at far 

from equilibrium points, the liminal space, and described how this particular biological system 

reconfigured itself at the edge of chaos in order to change. The reconfiguration occurred as the 

young initiate sought to understand the betwixt and between space by attaching meaning and 

understanding to the process. In turn, the transformed state could be evidenced by the visual and 

narrative expressions of the initiate, just as we would see the change in the state of matter from 

boiling water to steam. Like their physical and biological equivalents, humans as complex 

adaptive systems follow this same process of adapting (or learning) through and for change. The 

process of learning (or introducing mechanisms of change through bifurcation and phase 

transition points), therefore, may be the natural process of a complex adaptive system toward 

growth and novel emergence. This framework orients human learning from a much different 

perspective than we have previously applied to learning processes, particularly in educational 

settings, and introduces an increasing complexity. Turner (1974) was aware of this complexity 

stating that “because [these states] are outside the arenas of direct industrial production…their 

very outsiderhood disengages them from direct functional action on the minds and behavior of a 

society’s members” (p. 16). Interestingly, without directly alluding to cognition, Turner may 

have described the very conflict that plagues a full understanding of human learning processes – 

how do we make the unseen seen? How do we see learning taking place in the human self? The 

process of learning itself is betwixt and between with authentic human cognition (learning of the 

self by the self that are outside the arenas) in a constant state of flux. The human as a system is 
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well adapted to constant feedback which informs the process of the system. The feedback/input 

may be a human’s experience which is drawn into the system and from which meaning is 

derived. When the processing is complete, artifacts of expression are the output and describe the 

processing (learning) that has taken place, albeit from the perspective of the individual 

experiencer. Interestingly, when Turner was writing in the mid-1970s, he accurately observed the 

roots of an evolutionary biological concept, first philosophized by Johann Pestalozzi 

(Brühlmeier, 2010) and then later by John Dewey (1938), that humans may be programmed to 

learn through experiences: 

Evolving species are adaptive and labile; they escape the constraints of that form of 

genetic programming which dooms a species to extinction under conditions of radical 

environmental change. In the evolution of man’s symbolic ‘cultural’ action, we must seek 

those processes which correspond to open-endedness in biological evolution. I think we 

have found them in those liminal, or ‘liminoid’ (postindustrial-revolution), forms of 

symbolic action, those genres of free-time activity, in which all previous standards and 

models are subjected to criticism, and fresh new ways of describing and interpreting 

sociocultural experience are formulated. (Turner, 1974, p. 15) 

Through their respective studies of rites of passages, Van Gennep and Turner gave name to 

something unseen – the liminal space. From their original studies in field they both expanded 

upon the concept of liminality to include other instances where these spaces became seen to 

them, such as those expressed through the arts. Turner recognized that the liminal space was seen 

through the socio-cultural expressions of humans and its understanding would be necessary for 

open-ended biological evolution. What is unclear is whether or not Turner, writing prolifically in 

the 1970s, had reached a full comprehension of the implications of recognizing the liminal state. 
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For, in fact, I propose that this betwixt and between state, this space of tension and chaos, this 

space on the threshold between something that was and something that will be is, most probably, 

the complex far from equilibrium throughput for change to the system (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8 Liminal Learning Process 

When a complex human system enters a phase transition, the liminal space, fueled by 

experience, undergoes a state of transformation through processes of amplification and 

bifurcation. Within the chaos and tensions of this phase transition, human experiences are given 

meaning through metaphoric processes. This meaning can be amplified and, consequently, 

turned into expressions that show learning. These expressions can work to inform subsequent 

experiences which are again charged within this liminal space. The cycle continues until the 
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combined effect of the experiences results in a bifurcation that allows for powerful changes in 

the system that are primarily unconscious but could be recognized upon reflection or review of 

expressions or artifacts. Drawing comparison to complex systems, as previously stated, “When a 

system undergoes a phase transition, its micro components get rapidly re-configured into a 

qualitatively different macro structure.” In a complex adaptive human system, the amplification 

and/or bifurcations, drawn from multi-level inputs, enable humans to recontextualize events at 

hand to develop deeper and more complex understandings that help us problem solve or learn. 

Simply, all learning is problem solving at a systems’ level. I propose that problem solving occurs 

when the system is placed in a transitional state in which it has to differentiate and reintegrate 

multiple environmental inputs. Being in this liminal state may be disconcerting and somewhat 

frightening to us because, perhaps, we recognize that they are the threshold to something else 

and there is a general fear of the unknown. 

 Liminal spaces, like complex adaptive system lever points, are precursors to something 

different, some type of system evolution or emergence. A general theory of liminality or liminal  

learning, therefore, may provide a unifying construct for understanding the biological 

mechanisms for how we learn as complex adaptive systems. It is an expansive framework that 

more closely resembles the physical, biological, and chemical processes seen in other complex 

adaptive systems. What may be unique to this process is that the act of learning may be directly 

tied to the type and breadth of experiences that we have. It is the little acts of learning each and 

every minute of every day that jade us to seeing the rich complexity of our thoughts and 

interactions. Each experience that we have, whether we choose to keep it at the forefront of our 

thoughts or store it somewhere deep in the recesses of our minds for safekeeping, is no different 

than the effect of a butterfly’s wings on a storm. As Gleck (2008) describes one of chaos’ great 
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theories as postulated by Lorenz, “The Butterfly Effect was no accident; it was necessary. 

Suppose small perturbations remained small, he reasoned, instead of cascading upward through 

the system. Then when the weather became arbitrarily close to a state it had passed through 

before, it would stay arbitrarily close to the patterns that followed. For practical purposes, the 

cycles would be predictable – and eventually uninteresting. To produce the rich repertoire of real 

earthly weather, the beautiful multiplicity of it, you could hardly wish for anything better than a 

Butterfly Effect” (p. 22-23). Every minute of every day, life’s small perturbations push us toward 

change. The beauty of humanity lies within our own unpredictability – and our constant 

movements toward emergence – and being different than we were before.  
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 

There is a radical difference between equilibrium and nonequilibrium systems. The latter 

cannot be treated by global extrema, a mistake often made by those who haven’t focused 

on how different the two cases are and assume they can derive biological behavior as 

extrema. (Morowitz, 2009, p. 10) 

 
In a cave in France, simple handprints strewn in solidarity appear on a wall. Drawings of 

bison and bulls, red ochre dots and lines, stand as remnants of a shared sacred space of our 

Paleolithic ancestors. Lewis-Williams (2002) calls the artifacts evidence of a “mind in the cave.” 

Drawing from a variety of scholarly work across disciplines, he postulates that these expressions 

may be reexamined not as “art for art’s sake” but as artifacts of something much more: as 

evidence of an emerging mind and human consciousness (p. 42-45). Unknown to us the truth 

regarding why our ancestors chose to draw on walls in deep caves with no outside light, they 

entered a space that could be considered as one on the edge of chaos, a liminal space. At once a 

part of the environment but cut off from the world, a betwixt and between, it is in the space of 

our ancestral cave that may lie the roots of our adaptation and emergent complexity. Simple 

building blocks create complex structures.  

The study and science of complex adaptive systems and far from equilibrium states, with 

mechanisms of bifurcation that move a system towards change, growth, and emergence, frames 

human learning in a much richer, yet radically different, way than how we have classically 

defined the process. It is an operational construct that can help explain the spontaneous 

understanding of an English Language Learner immersed in project-based learning or the young 

entrepreneur who may have done poorly in school but successfully iterates her organizational 

ideas. This framework more closely aligns to how we learn and who we are as living systems, 
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and it is more reflective of the innovative work being done in the physical, biological, and social 

sciences. By its inherent nature it conflicts with the current system that we apply to teaching and 

cultivating learning which has not changed since the beginning of the curriculum, despite the 

introduction of technology and ubiquitous social collaboration housed in the digital space (digital 

communitas). These educational structures are more closely aligned to the closed system model 

where input>output is reduced in a single level operational schema that does not allow for 

environmental feedback to create anything other than incremental quantitative change. This 

system is too ordered, does not allow for self-organization, and is stagnant. It is also limited as 

opposed to the complex adaptive system which is limitless. Morowitz (2009) supports this 

conflict in the referenced quote above by referring to the idea of extrema which relates to 

functions in calculus. The global extremum is a maximum value over a specific interval and, 

 
Figure 9 Applying Systems Attributes to Complex Adaptive Systems 

essentially, describes the boundary of the function. It is only applicable, however, in systems of 

equilibrium. How does one deduce the boundary of a boundless system with unlimited 

potentialities? This is the inherent problem. Humans are boundless systems.  

Through our educational processes, however, we have been and continue to attempt to, 

essentially, squeeze a 2018 iPhone X smartphone into the case of its first-generation ancestor 
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released in 2007 (Figure 9). As educators, we may believe that we are coming out with new 

iterations of understanding human learning like Common Core, 21st century skill development, 

and career to college pathways, but what we are really doing is trying to shove the emergent 

child and, I would say, our emerging sense of communitas, into an old skin. These initiatives are 

doomed to have consequences similar to the ones that we have seen in teaching content by 

discipline – small inputs = small outputs.  

To continue to think about human learning in the 21st century as a linear, non-dynamic, 

mechanistic (non-living) system is more than just akin to using a horse and buggy instead of a 

car, it is tethering the horse to the car and putting it squarely in the middle of morning traffic. 

The horse in the example can be used as a metaphor for industry and the workforce. In fact, the 

world of work and the training of individuals to take their place in the labor market have been 

inextricably intertwined with the underlying function of compulsory education in the United 

States. Bowles and Gintis (2002) state that American schools prepare children for the eventuality 

of adult work by promoting compliance and submission to authority within a hierarchal structure 

similar to that of the modern corporation; thereby, modeling an environment (potentially rich for 

learning that encompasses frameworks more closely associated with complex adaptive systems) 

after the inherent needs of the workplace and the interests of the market. In this regard, research 

on the study of internship experiences focuses on how these experiences produce outcomes 

related to producing workforce demands and workplace skills. Research on internship is limited 

on how the experience of internship may impact the emergent adult. It also does not describe the 

process by which adolescents respond to being thrown into unfamiliar settings in which their 

sense of identity is deconstructed and during which there are limited safety support nets (i.e., 

friends, family, teachers). During adolescent-specific internships, a young person is confronted 
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with new people, a new setting, and doing new tasks or jobs. The “intern ship” experience is a 

wayfaring one, an ambiguous space, in which a student embarks and sets sail on uncharted 

waters without a guiding compass or map.  

Understanding an adolescent internship experience is understanding how a young person, 

a castaway on a deserted island, struggles to get to friendly shore. It is this struggle that has yet 

to be fully researched and understanding gleaned, but it is of particular importance when trying 

to develop a more complete picture of how a complex adaptive human system reacts, survives, 

and problem solves through this uncomfortability and ambiguousness. What does it feel like for 

a young person entering the phase transition liminal space? What do the artifacts of her 

experiences, her narratives and visuals, describe about her process of reintegration and 

reconfiguration? We need to move beyond studying learning for learning’s sake to a new frontier 

where our research efforts deconstruct existing frames while seeking out novel interpretations. 

Our young people are more than just workers and through observing how they react to chaos, we 

may be able to see their complexity. 
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study was threefold. First, this study was driven by a sense 

of deconstruction – to have others understand the hegemonic forces that have intentionally 

shaped the stories and narratives of who we are as a collective humanity. Born in the late 1960’s, 

I have spent a significant part of my lifetime in school yet have now only begun to see how 

influential these forces were in my life and in the lives of my family and ancestors. These forces 

have seemed to be in play since the beginning of organized civilization and, definitely, for 

Americans, more firmly entrenched since the Industrial Revolution, the formation of school, and 

post WWII through targeted advertising and messaging which linked work with the American 

Dream. I am not arguing that work is not a significant part of our lives but, throughout the 

centuries, this work has helped us to develop a sense of value and meaning. The methods by 

which we are being groomed for the workforce seem artificial and filled with motive and, for 

many of us, our work lacks meaning and purpose. This must be confronted head-on, particularly 

as developing understandings of income inequality have risen to the surface in the 21st century. 

The imbalance of power toward the wealthy and powerful may be exacerbating trends in 

commerce and education that focus on training young people for jobs that serve the interests of 

these individuals and, not necessarily, those of the young and their future families.  

Secondly, this study was driven by a sense of reconstruction. In 1990, during pursuit of 

my master’s degree in educational counseling, I participated in a women studies’ class that 

served, in hindsight, as one of those small perturbations that changed the course of my life. It 

was in this class that I read sociologist Riane Eisler’s Chalice and the Blade. It was because of 

her work that I am a better counselor, a better mother, and a better person. In tracing Minoan 

culture, Eisler used visuals and artifacts as expressions of how these ancients lived in partnership 
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equalitarian societies. Their frescos were reminiscent of the cave walls which highlighted 

animals and the harmony of collaboration. It was her words that helped stoke the original fires of 

my deconstructionism, presented with the knowledge that at one time we had lived in a different 

world with a focus on people creating together as opposed to one in which some had power over 

others, what Eisler (1987) called “dominators.” I did not understand this power until I became 

responsible for the life of another human being. It was through the lens of motherhood that I 

became firmly committed to sacrificing my own career and ambitions, not for the care of my 

children, but because to be the ultimate skeptic, to sit in class and challenge, to be the one that 

varies from the norm, is at once ostracizing and marginalizing, and limits opportunities which 

would require I fall in line. Additionally, in working with teens for the last 20 years, hearing their 

voices down the hall, feeling their struggles and fears, and witnessing transformation after 

transformation despite the numerous socio-cultural-economic influences that they deal with each 

and every day, I feel that I can do nothing less but try to create a new world in which they can 

truly actualize the potential they have had since the moment of their births – a world in which 

they are more than just workers whose skill sets are developed around a specific job but one that 

recognizes their spirit to overcome, to believe, and to love. Steinberg (2014) notes a deep 

concern that we are not adequately protecting our young people from harm and not taking 

advantage of the rich opportunities to promote enduring positive development in this time of 

heightened brain plasticity (p. 11). His conclusion: “Our current approach has been calibrated to 

help young people survive, when we should be helping them thrive” (p. 206). How can we work 

to create a world in which our young people thrive – where they are dreamers, doers, thinkers, 

builders, and, ultimately, caretakers of our precious humanity? Complexity shows the answer for 

it is in the mightiness of one single step, one single action, that transformation begins. 
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Lastly, at its heart, the purpose of this study was to investigate an internship experience in 

a secondary school setting to understand how adolescents experienced the process, explored 

through the lens of human development and learning, unfettered from the language and influence 

of the industrial model. The importance of the study was significant because there was a lack of 

research on the process of internship from a human development perspective, particularly for 

adolescents. The preponderance of research on secondary school internships was narrowly 

focused on internship as career preparation training (Hurst, Thye, & Wise, 2014), career 

exploration (Levine, 2010), and introduction to specific work environments to showcase model 

work duties (e.g., scientific laboratories, health care settings, vocationally-related careers) (Roth, 

Van Eijck, Hsu, Marshall, & Mazumder, 2009). There was a dearth in the literature that 

examined the internship experience within a socio-emotional-cognitive context during 

adolescence. Specifically, there was a lack of research on how young people, fully enmeshed in 

the liminality of adolescence, enter, engage, and navigate sociocultural liminal spaces outside of 

school or home. Secondly, there was no research that described how adolescents navigated the 

internship space as complex adaptive human systems. There was no work or body of literature 

that had been presented that described specifically how humans entered phase transitions and 

were or were not transformed through edge of chaos processes. Lastly, there was a lack of 

research on how young people constructed meaning through the diverse experiences of their 

lives. There was a lack of opportunity for young people to have a forum outside of school for the 

active sharing of their reflections on the vast array of experiences they encountered during their 

time at internship, therefore, it was important to share their reflections on their experiences in 

their own words and from their own cultural perspectives, free from a sense of academic 

judgement and evaluation.  
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 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In order to appropriately investigate the internship experience to gain understanding of how 

adolescents experienced the process, five research questions were developed that were grounded 

in an emerging understanding of complex adaptive human systems and the liminal learning 

process. The five research questions that helped guide the study were: 

• How do students actively participate in internship? 

• How do students collaborate during internship? 

• How is internship meaningful for students? 

• How do students problem solve during internship? 

• How do students define the internship space? 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: LIMINAL LEARNING 

 When I first began to synthesize what I knew about internship before that fateful meeting 

with Rob Riordan in 2014, I was frustrated. I had wanted to do my dissertation on complexity 

and chaos and the development of a new system of learning. Rob’s statement on difference made 

me see the work in a new way and, like looking for your glasses when they are on your head, it 

was right in front of me all along. I found that, as I began to open my mind and heart to seeing 

and feeling the experiences of internship, all that I needed to know began to surface. As I began 

to develop in my study, I found that one book yielded one term and then another and another, 

until I was confronted by a variety of work across different areas of scholarship that alluded to 

aspects of complexity. This scholarship did not work within the structures of complex systems 

theory and, thusly, were not connected to each other, but I could feel in my bones that they were 

saying similar things. The nut cracked wide open when I read the Lewis-Williams book The 

Mind in the Cave. It was after reading this book that the trail of breadcrumbs was laid out clearly 
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before me, specifically, on finding the term liminal. I had never heard of this word before and, 

yet, it is now such a meaningful part of my life. The word led to Van Gennep and then to Turner 

and then to Modell and then to Bruner. From Bruner, Tomasello came into view and then Lakoff 

and Johnson, and finally Rogoff. It was not until after the oral proposal presentation, however, 

that the other masters came into play, ones that had laid the foundation for the work of Briggs 

and Peat. These were the physical and complex scientists: Miller led to Holland and then to 

Morowitz and then to Gleck and then to Poincare and to Langton and Vichniac. Mandlebrot’s 

fractals still wait for me, but that is for another day. Through their own years of research and 

scholarship, these individuals have laid a path toward, what I believe, describes humans and 

human learning within the framework of complexity. In their own work, they have observed 

what Turner and Van Gennep saw years before, specific ways that a complex adaptive human 

system works within the reality of his world, ever moving forward toward change and growth. 

We are no different than every other adaptive system, we must change or die. In this regard, we 

are a deterministic system, at least in that we are driven to change. You and I are here today 

because of this unstated directive and it is what keeps us learning.  

 Learning is the common element threaded across all of the theories, frameworks, and 

developing understandings of the scholars mentioned. In complex adaptive system theory, 

learning might look like bifurcation and amplification leading to transformation. In theories of 

the anthropology of human development, learning might look like the “cultural ratcheting” that 

takes place as humans pass on those cultural processes that allow their children to adapt and 

survive (Tomasello, 2009). In psychology, learning might look like the distinctly human process 

of meaning-making and recontextualizing experience. Synthesizing these common 

understandings across areas of scholarship enables us to see these complex processes in different 
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and unique ways, laying the foundation of a strongly, interconnected complex adaptive system 

orientation for human learning.   

Work in complexity has been tackled by mathematicians and scientists and work across 

the human sciences has been the passion of psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, and 

educators. Interestingly, anthropologist Margaret Mead, however, is listed as one of the first 

systems theorists in addition to Ludwig von Bertalanffy, the father of systems theory and 

systems biology on the 2018 Map of the Complexity Sciences (Castellani, 2018). Her much cited 

quote, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world; 

indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has,” speaks directly to the Butterfly Effect. Including the 

study of how humans think, learn, and make meaning in the world, heretofore, the purview of the 

social sciences, may be the quintessential laboratory for understanding complex adaptive systems 

in the physical sciences, particularly because we can reflect in a way that other complex adaptive 

systems cannot about the processes of change.  

An integrated structure, therefore, combines understandings across disciplines. More 

importantly, it translates key concepts in complexity theory spanning connected fields of study to 

provide a conceptual framework that can be understood across the human learning fields such as 

the learning sciences, developmental psychology, and education, as well as potentially providing 

unique research opportunities for testing non-mathematical hypotheses in the physical sciences 

and beyond. Table 2 provides common terms that have been explored previously in describing 

complex adaptive systems and their potential counterparts in the work of their social sciences  

counterparts. Specific complexity scholars are not cited in the table as they all speak to the terms 

delineated from self-organization to movement toward change. For this study, I am approaching 

the framework from the liminal perspective. This is the appropriate place to start because Van 
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Table 2 Connecting Terms Across Disciplines 

Gennep and, more specifically, Turner extensively observed rites of passage rituals which focus 

on the recontextualization process. Turner, in particular, would probably be considered a 

complex systems scientist if he had lived long enough for his work to be known in the field. This 

dissertation will assist in efforts to place him as central to the theory of complex adaptive human 

systems. 

The Liminal Learning Framework 

The Liminal Learning framework is a potentiality framework that seeks to provide a transition 

from thinking of learning as a simple system of cause and effect relationships to a richer 

framework of complexity and human emergence (Figure 10). We have been operating in the 

caterpillar stage in terms of how we think of learning. Entering the liminal threshold transition 

space, we can begin to reconfigure our systems of learning and education to more closely align 

with complex adaptive systems theory with the ultimate goal of understanding that we all live a 

life in which we are in a state of constant emergence. As Morowitz (2009) delineated the  

Complex Adaptive System Connecting Fields of Study 

Self-organization, re-organization,  
re-configuration 

Meaning making, importance of experience 
(Bruner, Modell, Turner) 

Multi-level environmental influences Shared intention, communitas, apprenticeship 
in thinking (Tomasello, Turner, Rogoff) 

Phase transition, level point, far from 
equilibrium, edge of chaos 

Liminal 
(Van Gennep, Turner, Lewis-Williams) 

Emergence, innovation  Emergent self, innovation of self 
(Bruner, Modell, Turner) 

Movement toward change Learning (problem solving) 
(Turner, Bruner, Modell, Tomasello, Rogoff) 
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Figure 10 Liminal Potentiality Framework 

“emergence of everything” from the beginning of the universe to where we are now, each human 

being born is a mini everything. Our bodies and minds explode into focus at our birth, our own 

Big Bang, and continue to grow in complexity from the simple to the infinitely detailed. By the 

time of our death, we have lived a lifetime in a universe of our own making. 

There are five main tenets of the complex adaptive human systems or Liminal Learning 

framework that we can begin to embrace as educators: 

• Growth and development are unpredictable and non-linear 

• Learning is change 

• Problem solving is the mechanism for learning 

• Recontextualization of experience (learning) occurs in the liminal space 

• Emergence is a life-long process   

Humans individually and collectively are in a constant state of emergence. Starting from a seed, 

simple cells become more complex until the whole becomes more than just its parts. As humans 

develop through infancy and childhood, they take in their world through sight, sound, and touch. 
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As babies we are liminal creatures, in a sort of nether world between the world we know at any 

given time and the world that we create through our problem-solving efforts. We successfully 

bifurcate (grow) only as part of a complex network of relationships, with parents, siblings, 

nature, and technology informing our decision-making along the way. The Liminal Learning 

Framework recognizes that, as complex adaptive human systems move toward change, they may 

follow a distinct pattern recognizable through reflection and/or artifacts of expression. It is 

within the liminal state that processes of amplification and bifurcation guide our complex 

adaptive systems (Figure 8). It is a continuous process that, I propose, is charged by experience 

or what Langton (1990) refers to as “environmental parameters.” Within the chaos and tensions 

of this void, experiences are given meaning through metaphoric processes. This meaning can be 

amplified and, consequently, turned into expressions that show learning. These expressions can 

work to inform subsequent experiences, which again charge the liminal space. In contrast to 

Vichniac’s (1986) hypothesis in modeling complex systems mathematically that “the capacity of 

cellular automata [discrete units with simple rules] to display order results precisely from their 

ability to forget their own history,” I postulate that complex human adaptive systems store 

experiences and recontextualize them as new information at any time throughout ontogeny. The 

recontextualization cycle continues until the combined effect of the experiences results in a 

bifurcation that allows for powerful changes in the system that are primarily unconscious but 

could be recognized upon reflection or review of expressions. Additionally, it may be possible 

that by understanding the components of the Liminal Learning Framework we can develop what 

Holland (1998) defines as “building blocks” that serve as a sort of game board for priming the 

system toward emergence. There are three main emerging building blocks in the Liminal 

Learning Framework: liminality (ambiguousness, chaos, non-binary thinking), experience 
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(novel, social, emotional), and attachment (collaboration, shared intention, grounding).       

One way to use these building blocks might be to push learners to far from equilibrium points 

where the possibilities of self-organization are fostered. This might look like less structured 

curriculum, opportunities for experiential learning in which the young person must draw on their 

own sense of knowledge and skills, or putting students in ambiguous situations, such as actively 

participating in a cultural event, rites of passage experiences, or immersive opportunities where 

they meet new people in new contexts. One of the key aspects of these building blocks is 

attachment. By thoughtfully building in mechanisms of attachment through shared intention or 

collaboration with others, an individual may feel safe and grounded to step into a scary 

experience. This could be likened to an astronaut entering the void of space while being tethered 

to the space ship. It is easier to head into this void if you know that someone has your lifeline.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Internship: a real-world experience enabling a student to link external experiences with learning 

acquired in the classroom. 

Liminal: a transitional space marked by uncertainty, confusion, uncertainty, and ambiguity. 

Simple system: a set of interacting parts that form a whole; input into the system result in outputs; 

specifically related to instructional systems, Banathy (1968) described a system as 

content>processes>purpose in which the purpose provides the direction for the system. 

Complex system: a set of interacting parts that form a whole that includes a feedback mechanism. 

Complex adaptive system: a complex system that has the capacity for change and learns from 

experience. 

Metaphoric brain: a cognitive process for recontextualizing experience (as feedback in a 

complex adaptive system); a cognitive tool that serves as the interpreter of experience. 
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Emergence: the emergence of new, yet patterned, structures and/or properties occurring during 

the process of self-organization in complex systems. 

Phase transition/trigger point: a small input that results in a qualitative change to a system. 

Edge of Chaos/Far from Equilibrium: self-organizing process at a critical phase transition 

between order and chaos. 

Global extremum: the boundaries (either the largest or smallest values) of a function over the 

entire domain. 

Ontogeny: For human beings, the beginning and continued development over the lifespan, from 

fertilization of the egg to maturity.  
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

Much effort has been made in this dissertation thus far to disrupt the notion of internship 

as solely a workforce-related opportunity for young people to understand the jobscapes of 

potential career and work that they will do post-high school or post-college. The notion of 

adulthood, post-adolescence, or simply growing up is firmly tied to the idea that the next step in 

the progress of a human life is to work and get a job. In our current economic system, this is a 

requirement for being able to live. We all need to work to make money to keep a roof over our 

heads and food on our tables. The question to be asked in 2018, however, is will this always be 

the case? 

 In exchange for our work, we are able to live and, hopefully, have a quality of life that 

allows for the pursuit of happiness. Kochan & Dyer (2017) define this as a “social contract.” 

This type of contract sets forth certain obligations we have as employees with employers, 

communities, and society at-large in terms of relationships of work and employment (p. 14). This 

contract was upgraded with the advent of the New Deal which provided workers with some 

forms of stability by creating unemployment insurance, disability, social security entitlements, 

regulation of work hours, wage regulations, and an overall labor policy (p. 28). But, it was 

downgraded post-1970 due to pressures from globalization, deregulation, financialization, and 

automation. It is automation of the workforce, often called “computerization” or the advent of 

artificial intelligence or A.I. that seems to be the most pressing concern of science and business. 

The late theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking, fearing the rise of machine intelligence, has 

stated, “I think the development of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of the human 
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race” (Cellan-Jones, 2014). In response to the Redditor comment during an “Ask Me Anything” 

session (“. . . whomever controls [technology] will control what information people make their 

own. Even today, we see the daily consequences of people who live in an environment that 

essentially tunnel-visions their knowledge”), Microsoft founder Bill Gates responded about its 

dangers, “I am in the camp that is concerned about super intelligence. First the machines will do 

a lot of jobs for us and not be super intelligent. That should be positive if we manage it well. A 

few decades after that though the intelligence is strong enough to be a concern. I agree with Elon 

Musk and some others on this and don’t understand why some people are not concerned” 

(Reddit, 2015). Gates was underscoring comments made by the Tesla chief executive during a 

speech at the MIT Aeronautics and Astronautics Department’s Centennial Symposium in 

October 2014 where he stated that artificial intelligence was our “biggest existential threat” 

(McFarland, 2014).  

As A.I. increasingly hints at a changing world in which many of the jobs that we have 

taken for granted become driven by artificial technology instead of human industry, will we still 

be so tied to our economic ideals of work? Williams (2017) in “Will Robots Take Our Children’s 

Jobs?” ponders: “So you dream of sending your daughter off to Yale School of Medicine to 

become a radiologist. And why not? Radiologists in New York typically earn about $470,000, 

according to Salary.com. But that job is suddenly looking iffy as A.I. gets better at reading scans. 

A start-up called Arterys, to cite just one example, already has a program that can perform a 

magnetic-resonance imaging analysis of blood flow through a heart in just 15 seconds, compared 

with the 45 minutes required by humans.” One solution postulated to mitigating job loss to A.I. 

is to use an “integrated strategy” which gives humans a “central role” in developing new 

technologies to solve problems that they are trying to solve instead of having programmers and 
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engineers design systems that they believe solve problems (Kochan & Dyer, 2017), possibly 

what Gates was referring to when he stated, “if we manage it well.”    

In addition to addressing the impacts of automation and possible scenarios for helping 

keep us employed, a McKinsey & Company report on the future of work (Manyika, et al, 2017) 

asks, “How do we manage the upcoming workforce transitions?” They outline four areas to 

address to manage workforce transitions as A.I. and automation take center stage: 1) maintaining 

robust economic growth to support job creation; 2) scaling and reimagining job retraining and 

workforce skills development; 3) improving business and labor-market dynamism, including 

mobility; and 4) providing income and transition support to workers. They highlight, “we will all 

need creative visions for how our lives are organized and valued in the future, in a world where 

the role and meaning of work start to shift.” This shift was provided by the computer modeling 

of Frey and Osborne (2013) in estimating the probability of computerisation for 702 occupations, 

which indicated that “about 47 percent of total U.S. employment is at risk” in the next 20 years. 

Their modeling indicated that the majority of at-risk jobs were in the transportation and logistics 

sectors, as well as office and administrative support services. A surprising finding noted by the 

researchers was that service occupations were at risk in spite of job growth in this area over the 

past decades. Their final conclusions support the McKinsey & Company question on workforce 

transitions, hinting that there needs to be a different way of approaching changes in the job 

market based on the effects of the new computerized workforce: 

While nineteenth century manufacturing technologies largely substituted for skilled 

labour through the simplification of tasks (Braverman, 1974; Hounshell, 1985; James and 

Skinner, 1985; Goldin and Kath, 1998), the Computer Revolution of the twentieth 

century caused a hollowing-out of middle-income jobs (Goos, et al., 2009; Autor and 
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Dorn, 2013). Our model predicts a truncation in the current trend towards labour market 

polarization, with computerization being principally confined to low-skill and low-wage 

occupations. Our findings thus imply that as technology races ahead, low-skill workers 

will reallocate to tasks that are non-susceptible to computerisation – i.e., tasks requiring 

creative and social intelligence. For workers to win the race, however, they will have to 

acquire creative and social skills. (p. 45) 

The acquiring of creative skills and the fostering of social intelligence is juxtaposed by two 

schools of thought on the impending approach of computerization which is summarized by Ritter 

(2017) who describes A.I. as either “job destroyer” or job liberator. He states, “As AI capabilities 

improve, we can either treat it as a crutch that relieves us from thinking – examples include 

Waze and Google Maps – or as an asset that helps us use our brains more effectively and 

creatively. My hope is that we choose to win the race against automation by choosing the latter. 

Otherwise we’ll be overtaken by the automation curve: Human workers will simply be cogs in 

business processes driven by machines. At that point the race will be lost.”  

 In many ways, the race already feels lost, for how can we begin to develop processes for 

a new future when we and our educational and business systems continue to see humanity as 

simply cogs in a machine? In looking forward toward a new future, futurist and Google’s 

Director of Engineering, Ray Kurzweil, postulates that we are fast approaching the “Singularity,” 

a time when humans overcome their biological limitations and amplify their creativity 

(Kurzweil, 2005). Kurzweil’s hypothesis belies the question, in view of the Singularity’s 

occurrence by 2045, will we even know what creativity is three decades from now? Will human 

beings shaped by the influences of a technological world that, as the Redditor astutely 

commented, “live in an environment that essentially tunnel-visions their knowledge” be creative? 
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If the institution of school, as the current primary form of learning across the United States, has 

essentially switched out play and other alternative forms of learning, particularly in kindergarten, 

for an increased focus on content and standards (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2014), how are we 

working actively to cultivate creative individuals? And, if creativity is defined as processes 

leading to “new or novel” ideas that have value to the creator (Caterall, 2015), whether that 

creator is a 50-year-old man or an 11-year-old girl, how are our educational institutions and the 

way we think of human learning provide opportunities for a wide variety of experiences that will 

encourage our young people to ideate and innovate?  

Never more in the history of civilization have we been at such a crucial junction, the 

proverbial fork in the road. Do we embrace our humanity and all that it entails, or are we 

“machine men with machine minds and machine hearts” (Chaplin & Chaplin, 1941), choosing to 

let technology and its myopic crusaders take the helm and warp-speed us into unexplored 

territory? The idea of work and of the role of a human worker must change, we have no other 

road to take. Like business and organizational management, education and schooling must also 

look at how to transition from a system that “promote[s] American capitalism and individualism, 

within the framework of the corporate technological society” (Wirt as cited in Cohen & Moehl, 

1979) to one which fosters creativity, innovation, meaning, and a purposeful life. It is not only 

important for maintaining relevancy as the rise of artificially intelligent machines begin to 

automate a variety of roles that will force us to rethink the structures of work, but it is also 

equally as important because we are all the future teachers of A.I. We can either teach A.I. the 

classically-defined “cause and effect” us, the human whose value lies in the success of learning 

content and developing a career in order to make money, or the “complex adaptive” us, the 

human whose value lies in her ability to take in a variety of experiences, recontextualize those  
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Figure 11 Literature Review Spectrum 

experiences to problem solve, and learn through meaning-making and purposeful emergence.  

The purpose of this dissertation is to show the process of how a specific group of young 

people, as complex adaptive human systems, navigated an unknown experience, such as 

internship. Much time has been spent to deconstruct the notion of an internship as purely a form 

of career-based understanding or experiential content and reconstruct it as a method for 

understanding how a complex human might learn. To ensure a full understanding of where we 

are going, we must understand more fully where we have come from. Therefore, this literature 

review will be broken down into three distinct sections to provide a further grounding before 

introducing study findings: 1) the evolution of internship which will describe the historical 

underpinnings of the traditional internship experience; 2) the current understanding of internship 

which will provide an overview of the current structure, purpose, and findings of internship 

experiences; and 3) the liminality of adolescence which will describe findings in neuroscience 

and other disciplines that provide support that this time period in human development is primed 

for experience and is a time for inherent meaning-making for the complex adaptive human 



51 
 

system. These three core areas, represented in the three sections of the literature review, can be 

seen to flow on a spectrum moving from cause and effect (i.e., if apprentice observes the skills of 

the craftsman, then he will become the craftsman) to our current recognition of the complexity of 

humanity and of human learning. 

EVOLUTION OF INTERNSHIP  

Guilds and Apprenticeship  

Our current conceptualization of the function of internship can be traced back to our early 

specialization of commercial functions in trades and services. Most directly, internships are 

distant relatives of the apprenticeship systems born from the medieval and early modern craft 

guild system, lasting until the Industrial Revolution. According to Bosshardt & Lopus (2013) 

guilds were “associations of craftsmen and merchants formed to promote the economic interests 

of their members as well as to provide protection and mutual aid.” Craft guilds were comprised 

of “craftsmen and artisans in the same occupation, such as hatters, carpenters, bakers, 

blacksmiths, weavers, and masons.” Because of a growing population, craft guilds increasingly 

became specialized and contributed to divisions of labor within the specific town or city that they 

called home. Merchant guilds were made up of the merchants within a city or town and were 

involved in long distance, as well as regional trade. Many merchants were highly influential 

individuals active in the local government as well as their guild and livelihood (p. 64).  

 The organization of guilds allowed for a progression from apprentice to journeyman and, 

finally, to master. Most apprentices were males, working alongside their guild masters to learn 

the trade, for approximately two to seven years, beginning around the age of 12. It was upon 

graduation to journeyman that the worker began to be paid a wage and it was upon completion of 

a master work that journeymen became masters, upon acceptance by the guild members (p. 65). 

Bosshardt & Lopus (2013) define eight functions of guilds: 1) provided training for workers; 2) 
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provided employment; 3) restricted competition through monopoly power; 4) regulated prices of 

goods; 5) set standards for the quality of goods; 6) influenced local governments; 7) provided for 

families of guild members; and 8) encouraged religious living. Guilds acted as an economic 

control – limiting quantities of goods and services, regulating the number of apprentices and 

journeymen, and the quality of products. Epstein (1998) argues against these economic 

explanations that guilds were solely economic cartels, acting “both as buyer of raw materials and 

as seller of its products” as well as holding ubiquitous market power (p. 685). He urges economic 

re-examination of their contribution toward pre-industrial innovation and invention based on the 

“unintended effect of the crafts” support for investment in skills, particularly, the transmitted 

skills from master to apprentice” (p. 684).      

Epstein asserts that Adam Smith’s restriction on apprenticing laws because it served to 

maintain a labor “monopsony” underestimated the difficulty involved in passing technical skills 

and transmitting expertise for a particular craft. Although Epstein’s argument seems sounds, it 

still describes the act of apprenticeship, and of the human capital involved in the process, in 

labor-market terms:  

Before the introduction of mass schooling, a degree of formal training was needed to iron 

out initial differences in skills among children and to socialize adolescents into 

adulthood; artisans required skilled labor to produce goods to a standard quality and to 

raise output. Masters could reclaim their investment costs (which included time spent on 

training, wasted materials, and maintenance) by requiring that the apprentice work for 

below market wages after gaining a set level of skills. Conversely, in the absence of 

credible bans against apprentice opportunism which took the shape of early departure and 

of poaching by rival masters who could offer higher wages because they had no training 
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costs to recover, training would have been less than optimal and would have constrained 

output. More highly skilled masters stood a better chance of attracting good apprentices 

at lower cost; the effort of teaching could also help develop the master’s talents.  (p. 691) 

In contrast to Epstein’s view on the guild as a favorable form of economic and social institution, 

Ogilvie (2007) counters that they were, in fact, “a major source of market failure in pre-modern 

economies.” She summarizes that “the widespread persistence of guilds was caused not by their 

efficiency, but by the fact that they redistributed resources in ways that benefited the powerful. 

This more sceptical view of pre-modern guilds…is supported by empirical findings from outside 

the guilds debate, including much of the literature on the history of technology, women’s work, 

migration, Jewish occupations, illegitimacy, and economic marginalization” (p. 2). Epstein’s 

viewpoint touches on one of the cornerstones of learning inspired by the legacy of guilds and 

apprenticeships that remains with us today in the 21st century, namely that these systems helped 

to “iron out initial differences in skills among children.” Ogilvie’s counterargument which 

describes how redistributed resources benefited the powerful, plays out in today’s classrooms 

and dining rooms, in organizations and communities, as student tracking and an overarching 

belief that certain children have skills and aptitudes that will lead them to college while others 

are not college material and bound for trades. Although there are many streams of thought on the 

role that guilds played in the broader economic landscape of the medieval and pre-modern world, 

their place in terms of the market economy and labor force then and now is undisputed even 

amongst scholars. In many ways, the exclusiveness of the guilds, typically forming along family 

lines and the overall exclusion of women from joining, may also bear responsibility for a legacy 

of nepotism in specific business sectors and the continuous inequality of women in the 

workforce, academia, and modern life (p. 20). 
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The evolution of our modern internship experiences is deeply intertwined with our 

economic systems of the marketplace and commerce and its connected valuation of human 

beings based on economic and social class through the structures of guilds and apprenticeships. 

De Munck & Kaplan (2007) widen this net stating:  

The history of apprenticeship relates to a great many research fields, ranging from the 

history of education and childhood, the history of guilds and corporatism, labour history, 

migration history and family history, to economic history and legal history. 

Apprenticeship is essentially an economic contract and may need to be enforced by 

economic or other institutions. Such is the interpretation of economic historians interested 

in the role of learning methods in increasing the supply and improving the quality of 

human capital. The training also comprises an important socio-cultural component: 

apprentices are inculcated into the way of life associated with the trade and are 

introduced to the norms and values of the social group, class or trade to which their 

master belongs. Accordingly, research on apprenticeship and ‘on-the-job training’ 

addresses the interface between social and cultural history. (p. 4) 

Cordasco (1963) further describes how the concept of apprenticeship was intertwined with class 

structure, particularly in the founding of the new American colonies: “The colonists brought 

from England the practice of apprenticeship education of dependent children. Essentially, the 

British laws of 1562 and 1601 had shaped apprenticing into a national system and the system 

was re-established in the Massachusetts laws of 1642 and 1648, and by many other statutes in the 

other colonies. In many ways, apprenticeship education became associated with the class 

structure of colonial society, and remained the chief provision for the servant class” (p. 113). 

Apprentices entered into long-term contracts with their masters. In a U.S. Department of Labor, 



55 
 

Bureau of Apprenticeship and Training manual (1977), an example of one such indenture for a 

poor minor whose parents could not support him was quoted, “This indenture witnessth that I, 

Nathan Knight…have put myself apprentice to Samuel Whidden, of Portsmouth, in the county of 

Portsmouth, mason, and bound after the manner of an apprentice with him, to serve and abide the 

full space and term of twelve years and five months…during which time the said apprentice his 

said master faithfully shall serve…” (p. 9). The manual provides a concise description of the 

legacy of apprenticeship practices from Europe and England to the colonies: 

When America was settled, craft workers coming to the New World from England and 

other European countries brought with them the practice of indenture and the system of 

master-apprentice relationships. Indenture derived its name from the English practice of 

tearing indentions or notches in duplicate copies of apprenticeship forms. This uneven 

edge identified the copy retained by the apprentice as a valid copy of the form retained by 

the master. In those days, both the original and the copy of the indenture were signed by 

the master and the parent or guardian of the apprentice…The modern apprenticeship 

agreement is signed by the employer; by a representative of a joint management-labor 

apprenticeship committee, or both; and by the apprentice. If the apprentice is a minor, the 

parent or guardian also signs. (p. 6) 

The manual also traces the change of the apprenticeship system during the first half of the 19th 

century. No longer bound to a master and dependent on that individual for shelter, food, and 

clothing, apprentices were compensated based on predetermined graduated scales. It was during 

the time period in U.S. history where divisions of functions were seen in which “craft workers 

who in the past had engaged their apprentices for five years to teach them all aspects of the trade 

began to teach them only one part of the job that could be learned in a few months” (p. 14). In 
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1911, U.S. legislation organized the first system of apprenticeship in Wisconsin under which 

apprentices were required to attend classroom instruction for five hours per week. After the 

Federal Committee on Apprenticeship was formed by United States Secretary of Labor Frances 

Perkins, Congress passed the National Apprenticeship Law, known as the Fitzgerald Act of 

1937, to further provide standards for apprenticeship, later amended to provide extended 

protections for the general welfare, health, and safety of apprentices (p. 20). 

Vocational Education 

 Apprenticeships are the oldest known practice of what is now called “vocational 

education.” Vocational education is a term that describes a packed process by which the ideals of 

manual training and technical specialization became woven within the fabric of secondary 

education (Gordon, 1999). Throughout the 19th century, the apprenticeship system came under 

siege as a variety of factors, including industrialization’s rising demand for labor, and the 

motives of both elite and middle class parents to gain entry into high status or civil 

service/managerial jobs, caused the establishment of specific schools for training financed by 

private industry, standardization of job access through legislation and policy, and political and 

economic motives for integrating vocational programs into public education. Benavot (1983) 

argues that “the push for publicly funded vocational programs by private industry and state 

officials was in part based on the belief that public education, if directly linked to a nation’s 

economy, could play a productive role in national development – a kind of pre-human capital 

theory of the beneficial effects of education” (p. 64). By the end of the 19th century, education 

was compartmentalized along three types of strands of schooling: upper class, selective 

institutions, generalized secondary programs for middle class children, and “technical-
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vocational” schools which usurped the apprenticeship system by offering industrial training and 

specific technological skill development to lower class youth (p. 65).  

As with apprenticeships, the rise of vocational education through the 20th century is 

firmly grounded in the marketplace and commerce. Of the three common perspectives for the 

rise of vocational education – technological changes due to the Industrial Revolution, the 

integration and socialization of citizens through training, and the class-based solution – all have 

at their foundation a mechanism for acting upon another for a specific aim, either production, 

integration, or control. The class-based solution is particularly interesting for a further 

understanding of the role of vocational education in today’s world. As Benavot (1983) states: 

A third perspective, explicitly critical of assumptions in the first two perspectives, views 

the rise of vocational schools as a class-based solution invented by capitalist businessmen 

and industrial managers to consolidate their power over the emerging corporate capitalist 

economies (Spring, 1972; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Violas, 1978). The proponents of this 

‘neo-marxist’ perspective argue that industrialists played an active role in the 

establishment of vocational programs in many countries. They had direct interests in 

hiring loyal and disciplined workers who acknowledged their proper place in the division 

of labor. Publicly funded vocational education provided a relatively cheap, if only partial, 

means of turning out semi-educated workers sensitive to capitalist work values and 

instilled with a respect for manual labor. Additionally, the push for vocational education 

by industry neutralized the discretionary powers of skilled workers and union-controlled 

apprenticeship programs by placing the responsibility for job entry and job training in 

either public or managerial hands. (Bowles and Gintes, 1976; Braverman, 1974, p. 66) 
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This class-based solution may inform how vocational education, in spite of Benavot’s assertion 

of decline based on the shifting role of modern education which ideologically emphasizes 

“maximizing future access to postsecondary education for all children,” has continued to 

transform, as part of what Gordon (1999) calls an “evolutionary process” as government and 

industry continue to shape and re-mold its functions and frameworks in the 21st century. 

21st Century Learning 

As with its guild and apprenticeship predecessors, I would argue that the concept of 

vocational education has morphed to reflect the needs of industry and the political climate in the 

new century, not necessarily the needs of the employee, while still maintaining some of its 

foundational traits of inequitable power relationships and industry direction regarding the nature 

of the ideal worker. Lower level mechanical and technical skills taught through hands-on 

learning in vocational education programs may have morphed into higher level skills needed for 

entry-level careers in our increasingly computerized society. These skills are now known 

collectively as 21st Century Skills. Other names include P21 Framework for 21st Century 

Learning, College and Career Ready competencies, the World of Work, CTE (Career Technical 

Education), and Digital Age competencies. To counter the critics of vocational education in the 

1970s, vocational advocates sought a “revised rationale” that would focus on the liberalism of 

generic skills versus specific ones (Wonacott, 2003, p. 13-14). In the National Commission on 

Secondary Vocational Education 1984 study titled “The Unfinished Agenda,” proponents for this 

perspective outlined that vocational education “should be concerned with the development of the 

individual student in five areas: 1) personal skills and attitudes; 2) communication and 

computational skills and technological literacy; 3) employability skills; 4) broad and specific 

occupational skills and knowledge; and 5) foundations for career planning and lifelong learning 
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(p. 11). These skills mirror the 21st century skills cited by the modern P21 Framework for 21st 

Century Learning (an organization founded by the U.S. Department of Education in 

collaboration with the AOL Time Warner Foundation, Apple Computer, Cable in the Classroom, 

Cisco Systems, Dell Computer Corporation, Microsoft Corporation, the National Education 

Association, and SAP) and the New World of Work skills, synthesized through analysis of a 

national comparison of college/career ready competencies, spearheaded by the Mozilla 

Foundation (Table 3). 

Vocational education 
“student development” 

P21 Framework New World of Work 

Personal skills and attitudes; 
employability skills; foundations for 
career planning and lifelong learning 

Life and Career Skills 

• Flexibility & Adaptability 

• Initiative and Self-Direction 

• Social & Cross-Cultural Skills 

• Productivity & Accountability 

• Leadership & Responsibility 

Empathy (sensitive to others’ feelings) 
Entrepreneurial Mindset (go-getter) 
Resilience (plans for success & bounces 
back from failure) 
Self-Awareness (self-understanding) 
Social Diversity/Awareness (sensitive to 
differences in backgrounds and beliefs) 

Communication and computational 
skills and technological literacy 

Learning and Innovation Skills – 4Cs 

• Critical thinking 

• Communication 

• Collaboration 

• Creativity 

Adaptability (open to change) 
Analysis/Solution Mindset (problem solver) 
Collaboration (team player) 
Communication (good communicator) 

Information, media, and technology 
skills 

• Information literacy 

• Media literacy 

• ICT Literacy (apply 
technology effectively 

Digital Fluency (good with technology) 

Broad and specific occupational 
skills and knowledge 

Key subjects – 3Rs & 21st Century 
Themes 

• Disciplines such as 
mathematics, science, English 

• Global awareness 

• Financial, economic, business 
and entrepreneurial literacy 

• Civic literacy 

• Health literacy 

• Environmental literacy 

 

  
Table 3 21st Century Skills  

In the Mozilla Foundation’s 21C Skills and Competency MetaGrid (Appendix G), one of the 

primary methods of measuring or providing evidence of skills is through Internship Assessment 

(done by internship host), as indicated by the National Academy Foundation’s (NAF) “College 
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and Career Readiness Skills” included as part of the Mozilla Foundation synthesis. According to 

the NAF website, the nonprofit’s board is comprised of founders, CEOs, chairmen, and 

presidents of financial groups including Capital One, General Catalyst, and Promontory 

Financial Group, and business organizations such as Xerox, KPMG, Johnson & Johnson, 

Verizon, and Optum (https://naf.org/about/board-of-directors). As part of their academy system, 

the NAF education model refers to the utilization of a “rigorous, industry-validated career-

themed curriculum” and attention to “work-based learning” described as an instructional strategy 

that “provides students with a well-rounded skill set that goes beyond academic and includes soft 

skills needed to succeed in college and the working world.” Part of the culmination of work-

based learning opportunities is a structured internship, what NAF refers to as “Future Ready 

Labs” (https://naf.org/our-approach/future-ready-lab). Specifically, the role of internships as a 

current method to shape workers for industry, an idea founded from the first craft guilds, that 

transformed to non-indentured and indentured apprenticeships, then to vocational education, and 

now to 21st Century skills can be summed up in NAF’s purpose statement on its paid internship 

experiences – “NAF Future Ready Labs make it easy for companies to play an active and 

flexible role in building the talent pipeline.” This statement, unfortunately, reflects the current 

understanding of internship and undercuts its true value for the growth and learning of the 

complex adaptive human system. 

CURRENT UNDERSTANDING OF INTERNSHIP 

 

College and Career Readiness 

The concept of a high school internship is a tale of two narratives. One narrative is highly 

influenced by the history and inherent relationship of education and commerce as traced across 

the guild to apprenticeship to vocational education to 21st century skills timeline. In this 
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narrative, cultivation of the talent pipeline seems to be the prevailing rationale for providing 

access to work-based internships. Messaging related to the way that internship works as a 

method of instruction is important, as it is a topic that is increasingly at the forefront of schools 

and districts when speaking about college and career readiness. Mishkind (2014) in an American 

Institutes for Research (AIR) report as part of their “College & Career Readiness & Success 

Center” outlines the 36 states and the District of Columbia definitions of college and career 

readiness, citing that in 33 of 37 states, a single definition is used to describe both college and 

career readiness. The report cites the Oregon Investment Education Board’s (OIED’s) opinion on 

aggregating college and career definitions by the importance of breaking down the silos within 

which education and the workplace often reside. Further, the OIED indicates on their web site 

that “in 2013 we led the development and adoption of a statewide definition of College and 

Career Ready to align Oregon high school completion requirements with expectations for entry 

into postsecondary programs and career paths” (Oregon Investment Education Board, 2014). 

This move seems to be based on work conducted as part of a grant that included research and 

recommendations by community college staff and faculty. The grant, Core to College, is funded 

by the Lumina Foundation, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, and the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation to promote college readiness and articulation between K-12 and higher 

education. The AIR report includes a reference to the OIED’s research by specifically citing that 

the OIED indicated that “significant research has shown that although the knowledge, skills, and 

applications of learning required for success in particular fields and programs of study vary, the 

overarching skills and strategies required for students of all ages entering colleges and careers 

are consistent” (Oregon Investment Education Board, 2014). In 21 states, definitions of the types 

of skills and strategies needed by students include the development of concrete knowledge, 
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skills, and dispositions that must be mastered for either college or career success. These 

attributes mirror the 21st century skills outlined in Table 3 and include academic knowledge; 

critical thinking and/or problem solving; social emotional learning, collaboration and/or 

communication; grit, resilience, perseverance; and citizenship and/or community involvement (p. 

3-4).  

In California, specifically, the California Department of Education provides a 

College/Career Indicator (CCI) that offers measures across both areas that can indicate whether a 

student has met postsecondary preparedness in three categories: prepared, approaching prepared, 

and not prepared (https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/cci.asp). Students that are at the prepared 

level have completed a high school diploma and any one of the following: 1) Career Technical 

Education (CTE) pathway plus one criteria from either meeting a Level 3 standard met on the 

English Language Arts (ELA) or Mathematics Smarter Balanced Summative Assessment 

(SBSA) and at least a Level 2 standard nearly met in another subject area or one semester/two 

quarters of dual enrollment with a passing grade; 2) At least a Level 3 standard met on both ELA 

and Mathematics SBSA; 3) Completion of two semesters of dual enrollment with a passing 

grade; 4) Passing score on two Advanced Placement (AP) exams or two International 

Baccalaureate (IB) exams; 5) Completion of courses that meet the University of California (UC) 

or the California State University (CSU) A-G criteria plus one criteria including either 

completion of a CTE pathway, SBSA Level 3 on ELA or Mathematics and at least a Level 2 in 

another subject area, one semester of dual enrollment with passing grade, or a passing score on 

one AP or IB examination. Students that are at the approaching prepared level must have earned 

the high school diploma and complete one of the following measures: 1) CTE pathway; 2) Score 

at least Level 2 on both ELA and Mathematics (SBSA); 3) Complete one semester of dual 
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enrollment with passing grade; 4) Complete courses that meet the UC or CSU A-G criteria. 

Students that are at the not prepared level do not meet any of the measures, this includes non-

high school graduates. 

There is much debate over whether benchmarks for college should be aggregated with 

benchmarks for career. The possibility for creating the combined benchmarks may stem from the 

stigma once held for CTE or vocational education programs and the separate tracks for those 

students attending college versus those seeking a job, and the attempt to integrate them as an 

equity proposition. This debate underscores, however, a larger concern that fits in with the 

integration of education and the market – in the 21st century are we increasingly moving more 

toward education serving the needs of business and commerce than ever before in our history? Is 

this relationship, previously understood more concretely by historians and philosophers, now 

pervading and reinforcing the social contract which labels us workers at increasingly younger 

levels. Although internship may be one method for experiential or real-world learning, does 

having it linked so inextricably to the needs of the market deplete it of its essential elements for 

cultivating learning and growth in the individual? These are important questions to ask, 

particularly because the full court press messaging occurring previously through relationships 

built between vocational career education and business is now being wrapped up in a pretty 

package and relabeled 21st century skills or career/college readiness with much of the research 

and presentation provided by corporate influences with their specific agendas. Parents and 

students who may not have a full understanding of human development, educational history and 

pedagogical ideologies may come to believe that these benchmarks are gospel, with college and 

career readiness becoming just another method for imposing a type of standardization that serves 
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to help parents move beyond the worry they have of the impact of testing on their young – 

because everyone needs a job, correct?  

Urciuoli (2009) describes this integration of corporate needs with our established 

methods for educating our young in, what could really be called an assimilation of educational 

learning goals by the corporate sector, “neoliberal education”. It is through the lens of 

neoliberalism, defined by Harvey (2005) as the “first instance a theory of political economic 

practices…proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 

private property rights, free markets, and free trade,” that the integration of the corporate and 

political agenda has succeeded in “saturating” its belief structure throughout other sectors 

including education (p.2). Citing Rossiter (2003), Urciuoli (2009) states,  

In the neoliberal imaginary, each person becomes his or her own product. Each person 

becomes responsible for parsing himself or herself into elements whose primary function 

is productivity – making profit for oneself and/or one’s organization…In this conceptual 

frame, every piece of knowledge one acquires can be interpreted and assessed as a skill, 

an aspect of oneself that can be considered productive by prospective employers. Skills 

thus become a form of self-marketing, and students readily come to imagine themselves 

as bundles of skills. (p. 162) 

Speaking directly toward neoliberalism’s impact on the tenets of a liberal arts education, she 

specifically argues that the language used around skills and skill development, the reimagined 

conceptualization of the idea of diversity from a social justice orientation to a skill, and the 

transformation of the human ability for communication into a skill that showcases “efficient task 

segmentation and completion”, has become a cultural belief system that has been strengthened 
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through private and public discourse despite little empirical evidence. This is very similar to how 

the 21st century skills and P21 frameworks have become and are increasingly becoming 

interwoven into the goals of educating our young, despite a solid empirical underpinning. As 

previously stated, the metaphors we live by are vital in how we construct how we think of 

ourselves and the work we do. Just as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) expressed the importance of 

the use of language in how we construct our arguments in terms of war, the way we think of 

internship, either as a form of college and career preparedness, or as a rite of passage which may 

demonstrate the inner workings of a complex adaptive human system, may have lasting results. 

Contextualizing Internship  

Internship programs offered, specifically, at the high school level do not center on socio-

emotional development but serve as an instructional method for having students engage in 

activities that are typical of the patterned actions of specific career fields (i.e., science, education, 

information technology) or vocations (i.e., nurse, mechanic, chef). Internship is often simply 

viewed as a process by which students “carry out authentic work in professional settings related 

to their interests” (Levine, 2010, p. 45). Internship programs seek to provide authentic learning 

environments for students and are typically centered on school-to-career initiatives or 

development of skills in a professional setting. Often students in high school internship 

experiences organized exclusively to simulate the real world environment of a particular 

vocation (i.e., scientist) provide negative feedback upon the conclusion of the internship 

regarding the actual profession and continued pursuit of the career choice, despite the program’s 

intention to develop new skills, understanding, and appreciation of the field (Roth, Van Eijck, 

Hsu, Marshall & Mazumder, 2009). Roth, Van Eijck, Hsu, Marshall and Mazumder (2009) 

reviewed the internship experience of high school students in authentic laboratory work at the 
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Pacific Center of Scientific Literacy. They concluded that students “came to learn scientific 

knowledge and skills they did not know before” (p. 495). In this study, the researchers 

acknowledged that 10 out of 11 students interviewed did not find science an attractive career, 

despite the program’s intentions. These same researchers have conducted several other studies in 

authentic science internships and have reached similar conclusions.  

Additionally, the majority of work in the field of high school internships is anecdotal in 

nature and reflects subjective versus objective observations. Levine (2010) writes on the rigors 

and rewards of internship, focusing on internship as a model for career exploration and 

professional skills development. In a spotlight on workforce solutions, Mirvis, et al. (2008) 

describe internship as helping young people increase their exposure, experience, and expertise in 

the water industry. A search of high school internships on the Internet yields sites related to 

science internship opportunities, summer programs, and work experience. One site 

(https://www.brighthub.com/office/career-planning/articles/85726.aspx) describes the benefits of 

high school internships under the following headings:  

• Getting ahead of the pack 

• Figure out if a career path is for you 

• Get familiar with the world of work 

• Learn the value of money 

Adams (2013) states affirmatively in her headline, “Internships Help Students Prepare for the 

Workplace” that, underscored by the push for college and career readiness, schools are facing 

increasing pressure to build partnerships with businesses. Citing the real-world effect of 

internships on having students see the work process in motion, Adams states, “…a work 

experience can confirm, or rule out, a career choice.” Citing the competitiveness of the labor 
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market, a non-empirically-based study conducted by internships.com in conjunction with 

Millennial Branding, which describes itself as a research and management consulting firm 

specializing in helping businesses and millennial workers navigate careers, state that the 

“importance of career development activities – like internships and volunteering – [are] hugely 

important for high school students who want to get into a better college or find future 

employment.” The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics in their “Career Planning for High Schoolers” 

report (Torpey, 2015) states that “students can begin getting career-related experiences in high 

school through internships, employment, and other activities” (p. 4).  The “College and Career 

Readiness and Success Organizer” provided by the American Institutes for Research which 

attempts to answer a series of questions related to college and career readiness describes the use 

of work- and context-based learning experiences as a method by which institutions can provide a 

pathway and support to achieving college and career success. Interestingly, the AIR provides a 

disclaimer stating: “The CCRS Organizer was originally developed in 2014 and refers to lifelong 

learning skills. The CCRS Center has chosen to update this to Employability Skills (emphasis 

added) in the Organizer Scoreboard to better reflect the academic and non-academic skill sets 

needed for students to succeed in their post-secondary education and workforce choices.”  

Most research on internship centers on undergraduate experiences or those that fulfill 

practicum requirements in career-oriented degree programs that require clinical time in field. 

Specifically, with regards to university-level internship programs, Wilmore and Bratlien (2005) 

analyzed mentoring and tutoring within administrative internship programs in American 

universities, concluding that interns needed to have authentic administrative field experiences in 

which they could review multidimensional facets (leadership, operation, and management) of a 

school. In his study of business internships, Moghaddam (2011) found that students felt that 
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internships were an effective means of providing business education and career preparation. In a 

longitudinal study over six semesters of students participating in a Multimedia Design Degree 

program, Johari and Bradshaw (2008) reviewed the roles of task, learner, and mentor in 

instructional technology internship programs, particularly looking at motivational attributes. In 

her review of an undergraduate internship course which served as an elective in the Sociology, 

Child & Family Studies program, Sims-Muhammad (2012) found that internships where 

sociology students served as mentors to high school students provided students opportunities to 

become versed in the process of learning as opposed to simply taking courses to earn degrees. 

What studies at both the high school and undergraduate levels do not recognize is that 

effective internships may be utilized for more than just career exploration or as a classroom 

extension of curricular concepts. Internship experiences serve as rites of passage; enabling 

students to navigate socio-emotional-cognitive benchmarks within and through the experience 

itself. In a rare discussion on internship as “hands on Humanities,” Steinberg (1998) discusses 

how young people progress through a workplace internship and how socio-emotional-cognitive 

changes occur, particularly through their written self-reflection: 

Students’ early reflections about the workplace focused on the reception they were 

getting from adults, the process of learning the formal and informal rules of the 

organization, and the problems they were encountering as young newcomers: Can I do 

this work? Will the adults here like me? Will I get a fair shake? Must I leave my friends 

in school behind? By the end, students were addressing more complex versions of these 

issues: What is quality work? What am I learning? What is the connection between this 

work and my life? What is real? Where am I going? (p. 132) 
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Steinberg’s study is rare but pertinent because it showcased an unexpected result of a work-based 

learning program that had originally been developed to acquaint students with careers in building 

and maintenance at the Polaroid Corporation. Initiated in the early 1990s, the program, 

developed in conjunction with the Polaroid Corporation and the Cambridge Rindge and Latin 

School, was part of a diversification and workforce development effort to encourage young men 

and women of color to enter the trade. For the designers, the effort became a positive way to 

integrate academic and vocational education, two pedagogical types with two typically distinct 

outcomes or tracks – one college prep, the other vocations, trades, or technical careers. What 

they found was that the experiences of students, in an environment apart from school, served as 

their primary text, creating contexts for shared reflection, and helping to construct identities by 

facilitating the examination of their own lives within the workplace environment: “As they 

design projects, they begin to do more than ‘read’ their experience: they shape it” (Steinberg, 

1998, p. 141). 

 Carefully constructed internship experiences that center on helping adolescents learn 

through a process of shaping and constructing meaning rather than simply a process to 

understand new information within a workplace setting may be crucial in fostering the emergent 

adult self. It is important at this point in the conversation to again draw a distinction regarding 

human learning, between a simple system that is quantifiable based on linear processes of 

information delivery that reduces its function to a series of inputs>outputs, versus a complex 

adaptive system of human learning that expands its function to a never-ending 

input>throughput>output model. The act of participating in an internship may produce a set of 

skills that can be tested. For example, a survey could be administered to a mentor during the first 

week of internship to have him assess his intern’s skills in collaboration, problem solving, and 
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communication, and then again during the fourth week of internship to determine whether the 

mentor felt there were changes in the student’s understanding. A student could begin internship 

by taking a survey that indicates he or she has no proficiency in Photoshop and complete a post 

survey that describes a new level of proficiency. These types of assessments, however, do not 

adequately describe how the student was impacted by the experience of the new environment 

and, ultimately, how she contextualizes this experience and interprets it through meaning making 

that may inform her socio-emotional-cognitive development. Of more significance to discussions 

of internship and its value to a complex adaptive human system are how the internship 

experience itself is contextualized, specifically during the tumultuous, yet important “age of 

opportunity” that is adolescence. 

ADOLESCENCE AND COMPLEXITY 

The process by which the intern navigates through an academic internship experience 

may yield particularly interesting results in the context of human development and learning, 

particularly in the adolescent. With recent advancements in neuroscience and evolutionary 

development, experts recognize that an adolescent’s brain continues to change in response to 

experience and that it is essential to link existing knowledge to new tasks (Victorian Curriculum, 

2004). In a study conducted on the potential of learning in middle adolescence, Halpern, 

Heckman, and Larson (2013) indicate that middle adolescence is a time of exciting opportunity: 

Adolescents become more able to inhibit impulses, reflect, see multiple perspectives, and 

deliberately invest their energies in longer-term goals. They are able to engage in learning 

at new deeper levels: they can go further beneath the surface and grasp previously hidden 

complexities within a learning question (e.g., abstract principles, dynamic processes, 

contradictions), and they can learn nuanced, multi-level strategies to navigate these 
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complexities. Adolescence provides the opportunity for the emergence of a new self—an 

executive—that is, more self-regulated, analytic, attuned to others, and purposeful. (p. 

17) 

From the anthropological developmental psychology perspective, Tomasello (1999) states these 

species-unique qualities are ontogenetic in nature in that “human children grow up in the midst 

of these socially and historically constituted artifacts and traditions which enable them to (a) 

benefit from the accumulated knowledge and skills of their social groups; (b) acquire and use 

perspectivally-based cognitive representations in the form of linguistic symbols (and analogies 

and metaphors constructed from these symbols); and (c) internalize certain types of discourse 

interactions into skills of metacognition, representational redescription, and dialogic thinking” 

(p. 10). Drawing from the cognitive and neurosciences, developmental psychologist Steinberg 

(2014) calls the period of adolescence the “new zero to three” citing that due to the brain’s 

plasticity (its ability to be changed through experience) the teen years “is emerging as a period of 

brain growth that is far more sensitive to experience than anyone previously imagined” (p. 10). 

He recommends a significant call to action in the way we school, legislate, parent, and influence 

young people during this time period that can lead to greater positive self-regulation and sense of 

self and purpose based on the “window of opportunity”: 

Ever since it became clear that adolescence rivals zero to three in terms of brain 

plasticity, experts have debated which period deserves more of our resources. To me, this 

is a little bit like asking whether it is more important to breathe or eat. Suffocation will 

certainly kill you faster than starvation, but if you don’t eat, no amount of breathing is 

going to keep you alive for very long…As a second and final stage of heightened brain 

plasticity, adolescence is probably the last real opportunity we have to put individuals on 
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a healthy pathway and to expect our interventions to have substantial and enduring 

effects...adolescence is probably our last significant window of opportunity. (p. 16-17) 

Jensen and Nutt (2015) draw a distinction between the functionality, wiring, and capacity of the 

teenage versus adult brain and stresses the importance of the developing understanding of this 

window of opportunity through imaging research being done that is dispelling the myth of 

teenagers as mini-adults. Siegel (2015) cites these imaging studies as yielding surprising 

discoveries and describes adolescence not in terms of a process of maturation, with teenagers 

transitioning into adulthood, but as a stage of life to be optimized: “Adolescence is not a stage to 

simply get over, it is a stage of life to cultivate well. This new and important take-home message, 

inspired by the emerging sciences, suggests that the changes that occur in the adolescent brain 

are not merely about ‘maturity’ versus ‘immaturity,’ but rather are vitally important 

developmental changes that enable certain new abilities to emerge. These new abilities…are 

crucial for both the individual and our species” (p. 74). Adolescence is a distinct 

neurodevelopmental stage that is like a sponge thirsty for knowledge and experience (Galvan, 

2014). Despite impulsive and risk-taking actions derived from developing executive functioning 

and emotional regulation, adolescence is a betwixt and between time in which teens are more 

cognitively and intellectually mature than their former child selves while still not having the 

breadth of experience and understanding necessary to make the significant connections needed to 

build their brains. The experience of learning new things, in and of itself, has an impact on the 

development of the adolescent brain, “indeed, learning and brain development are inextricably 

intertwined throughout this period as learning affects brain development, and maturational 

changes in the brain in turn affect learning and motivation” (Dahl, Allen, Wilbrecht, & Suleiman, 

2018).       
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Going Deeper: The Teenage Brain 

Over the last fifteen years, neuroscience has helped to reveal magnificent things about the 

adolescent brain, a brain that is in the process of becoming. Synthesizing neuroscience and 

adolescent development research, Steinberg (2014) outlines several main attributes of the 

teenage brain which may support why this time of life is particularly crucial for frontloading a 

variety of experiences:  

1) reminiscence bump – controlled experiments indicate that between the ages of ten and 

twenty-five, events are recalled at higher rates than from any other period in 

development; 

2) brain plasticity or malleability – despite our thinking that the brain becomes more rigid as 

we age, the adolescent brain can be molded and transformed or as Steinberg states, 

“plasticity is the process through which the outside world gets inside us and changes us”; 

3) brain “pruning” – making brain functioning more effective, regions of the brain 

controlling higher cognitive functions are pruned during adolescence which is why 

“wiring” during this period is shaped through experience;  

4) the adolescent brain is not an adult brain – an adolescent’s brain continues to develop by 

“passive exposure” and “active experience. Steinberg posits that before this brain 

maturity happens in adulthood, every experience has the potential to permanently affect 

who we become, positively or negatively; 

5) the real “social network” – the brain’s ability to create connections and increasing 

myelination or “insulation” of brain circuits (grey and white matter) allows experiences 

to create stronger connections during adolescence; 
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6) metaplasticity – plasticity creates more plasticity in neighboring brain circuits. According 

to Steinberg, “What this means is that people who are able to maintain their exposure to 

novel and challenging experiences during periods of heightened brain plasticity – like 

adolescence – actually may be able to keep the window of plasticity open for a longer 

period of time. In other words, it is important to be exposed to novelty and challenge 

when the brain is plastic not only because this is how we acquire and strengthen skills, 

but because this is how the brain maintains the ability to profit from future enriching 

experiences” (p. 36).   

Experience seems to play a crucial part in the brain’s unique ability to recontextualize, learn, and 

change. It seems that the human brain plays a key role, through its own anatomical and 

functional liminality, to position the state of adolescence as possibly the most important phase 

transition point in human growth and development. As Jensen and Nutt (2015) state, “if the 

human brain is very much a puzzle, then the teenage brain is a puzzle awaiting completion” (p. 

26).  

 The puzzle that is an adolescent’s brain is beginning to be unraveled through the work 

done by the neuro and cognitive sciences. Linking it to other disciplines will be the challenge 

going forward as we attempt to deconstruct what we thought we knew about teenagers, as 

hormonal, unruly, risk-taking, sleepy, stubborn, and alcohol/drug-using mini-adults, particularly 

with regards to how they learn and how the experiences they have drive this learning. Many 

individuals in the developmental science fields are loudly calling for a course correction in this 

regard, linking the science with developmental psychology and human growth, and clearly 

stating that if we do not utilize what we are learning about adolescents through the brain work 

being conducted and combine it with what many anthropologists and developmental 
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psychologists have learned from studying humans and other mammals over the years, we are 

doing so at our own peril (Dahl, et al., 2015; Galvan, 2014; Steinberg, 2014; Jensen & Nutt, 

2015; Siegel, 2015). The world is changing and the percentage of adolescents in the world is 

growing, representing a disproportionate surge marked by a particular expansion of teenagers in 

low-income regions of the world. (Dahl, et al., 2015). What will the social and psychological 

ramifications be for adults in the future who, experiencing adolescence during this techno-

liminal period of the 21st century, were not challenged with creative and novel experiences when 

their brains were primed for change? 

There are clear differences for teenagers growing up in the 21st century. Never before 

have adolescents had ubiquitous use of technology, never having grown up without a cell phone, 

Facebook, a MacBook, or instant messaging. Adolescents today have weathered economic 

collapse that may have affected their individual families or others in their zone of proximity. 

They, along with their parents, are caught up in the in-between as part of the sandwich 

generation with their parents having to take care of the needs of their aging parents while 

providing enough socio-emotional support to ensure that their teens feel loved, help them 

cultivate a sense of belonging and attachment, and nurture budding understandings of his or her 

individual feelings of meaning and purpose. They are currently faced with a level of income 

inequality unprecedented in modern civilization and the surfacing of an American tribalism that 

seeks to divide our nation based on binary issues that usually start with pro- or anti-. It is the 

importance of equity in sounding the trumpet about the changing adolescent brain that may also 

serve as a needed wake-up call. As Steinberg (2014) states:  

The ever-widening gap between the beginning and the end of adolescence has made it a  

more perilous time than ever for all young people. But it’s especially hazardous for those 
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who have the fewest resources for coping with the new realities of this stage of life. The 

lengthening of adolescence fuels the growing divide between the haves and have-nots in 

ways that haven’t been recognized, much less addressed, by educators and policymakers. 

This group of our most at-risk youth includes, not surprisingly, those millions who grow 

up in poverty, but it also includes a growing number of kids from working- and even 

middle-class families. (p. 16) 

One factor related to disparity that is beginning to be addressed is the difficulty in creating a 

clear cause and effect pathway for translating the scientific work on brain development and 

applying it to the fields of education, learning, or human development. Galvan (2014), for 

example, explains that chronological age does not have a strong correlation with brain 

development and cognitive functioning, as pointed out in courtroom challenges to establishing 

generic guidelines. Citing Dosenbach (2010), “within 15-year olds in their sample, there is 

considerable variability in the brain maturation index…that is as large a range as between the 10 

year olds and the adults in their late 20s” (p. 265). To counter this fundamental discrepancy, 

Galvan proposes for consideration establishing guidelines that would be based on skill as 

opposed to chronological age (p. 265). However, as Steinberg suggested, Galvan may not 

recognize that skill development and access to the experiences that create deeper and more 

impactful learning, which can broaden an individual’s unique abilities and understandings of the 

social and natural world in which they live, is unlimited for the haves and extremely limited for 

the have nots. This is how work may get inappropriately translated and applied without 

recontextualization for, if we were to look at Galvan’s statement in terms equity and the 

developing brain, if an adolescent’s brain is in a state of becoming and its plasticity, or ability to 

be molded and shaped by the outside environment may be crucial in hardwiring it for future 
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adulthood, do the experiences that a young person has during this time period, regardless of 

chronological age, pre-determine cognition and the ability to grow and change in the future? If 

plasticity produces plasticity (metaplasticity), how do we socially impact an individual’s 

cognitive functioning by (in a sense) depriving her of the experiences needed within a varied 

social context to learn and grow as a complex adaptive human system? In fact, Hamilton and 

Hamilton (2009) state clearly that “if young people are to rise above the SES (social economic 

status) of their parents, their best chance to do so, or at least to move on the path in that direction, 

is at the transition to adulthood” (p. 492). 

 It is in this period of adolescence, as in no other cognitive timeframe within human 

development, that lies the most fertile soil to yield transformative change and growth of an 

individual mind and spirit. This period in brain development is a liminal state where previous 

knowledge and experience, as well as cognitive understandings, are pruned and shaped in the 

form of the future adult. The child enters adolescence as the caterpillar enters the cocoon and 

steps out as a truly transformed creature, looking similar but different to the child that was. The 

liminal state of adolescence is the opportunity for human metamorphosis. As the caterpillar uses 

biological and chemical processes to become something new, the adolescent’s brain similarly 

uses hormones and electrical connections to adapt and evolve. One significant difference 

between the process of transformation for the caterpillar and the human is that, whereas the 

caterpillar enters a solo state of change with individual effort toward preparation, building, and, 

reconfiguration into the butterfly, the human enters this liminal space alone but deeply connected 

to the world around him. These social connections, as complex adaptive system theory would 

explain, seem to create small ripples that produce complex outcomes in the individual. 

Therefore, this transition from adolescence to adulthood, grounded within a social context, is a 
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vitally important piece of the puzzle to understanding how human systems evolve throughout 

ontogeny.     

The Liminality of the Complex Adaptive Adolescent System 

If all developmental stages are liminal, adolescence is arguably the most liminal. 

Liminality carries the central meaning of being in transition, of being neither here nor 

there; of ambiguity, openness, and indeterminacy in one’s identity in that world; the 

possibility of living in more than one identity simultaneously, moving back and forth as 

circumstances dictate; the emerging idea of risk and uncertainty in the consequences of 

one’s personal choices; and the deepening of the idea of human agency, or the capacity to 

act on the world as an individual and accept the consequences of one’s actions. (Lerner & 

Steinberg, 2009, p. 195)  

An internship experience situated in adolescence may be particularly effective because it may be 

a turning point event that can positively impact an adolescent’s transformational process as she 

struggles to navigate the theater of internship minus the typical lifelines used in the context of 

school (i.e., friends, teachers, and family). In studying 262 Japanese adolescents aged 14-16 

years in reflecting upon their transition from middle to high school, Iimura & Taku (2017) found 

that these types of turning points yielded reflections toward positive change if students were able 

to recognize them as significant points in their lives despite the stressful aspect of the transition. 

Tavernier & Willoughby (2012) also found that meaning-making processes used to 

recontextualize these events were correlated with a higher sense of well-being in their 

longitudinal study of 418 high school students. What developmental psychology researchers 

have labeled turning points can be defined in the literature as a concrete event that alters the 

direction or flow of a life (Pillemer, 2001). In terms of complex adaptive human systems, I have 
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labeled these types of events as bifurcations to describe when an adaptive system changes or 

amplifications when the system is priming toward some type of change, with or without his/her 

knowledge. Applying this in terms of an internship experience, a young person may enter a space 

in which he/she is stripped of identity and labels (e.g., student, daughter, son, friend, achiever, 

special needs, jock, geek), become anonymous in an ambiguous work place (i.e., he/she is 

neither a student or a worker), and transform in some way by engaging in multi-level strategies 

to navigate the complexity of the situation. This process may be similar to the traditional tribal 

rites of passage where initiates are first separated from their current status and detach from a 

group, enter the transitional or liminal phase in which they are betwixt and between statuses, 

(where they have left one status but not yet joined the next), and lastly reincorporated into the 

group through ritual and the assumption of a new identity (Turner, 1969).  

It is in this liminal period of adolescence where young people may recognize essential 

common bonds with others, Turner’s (1969) defined concept of communitas. In the liminal state 

that is internship, a young person may be indeed anonymous (unknown to the work place and 

his/her coworkers), silent (with little to say due to the unfamiliar nature of the work environment 

and lack of companionship) and humbled (often seen as young and inexperienced with little or 

no value). They may also come to recognize their place in the world, their community, and their 

value to the community. In recognizing adolescence as “arguably the most liminal”, Lerner and 

Steinberg (2009) asserted that the schooling process itself is significant in that, it is not just 

within its walls that students progress through a specific stage of development, but that schools 

have “influence on the developmental course of adolescents, allowing for the possibility that 

schools themselves may shape the very meaning of the period we call adolescence” (p. 195). 

Opportunities for schools to enable and enrich this liminal process may suffer from a form of 
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“structural lag,” whereby a dissonance exists between the changing life of a human being and the 

way the social structures support that life. Although typically applied to research on retirement, 

Hamilton and Hamilton (2009) believe the term “applies to the beginning of adulthood”. 

Specifically, they argue that “Changes in the transition to adulthood have not been matched by 

appropriate changes in the institutions that support that transition…the institutions that shape and 

support entry into adulthood have failed to keep pace with changes in the transition to adulthood, 

making it more perilous for many than in the past” (p. 495).  

Internship programs placed during adolescence, as a transition to adulthood, therefore, 

may be an important way for schools, and the community at-large, to provide a framework for 

helping an individual find meaning of the world (community) which, in turn, allows him to find 

meaning in the world (self). What Van Gennep and Turner may have observed and then 

described, and what Lerner and Steinberg recognized in describing the process of human 

development as a liminal not linear process that is “transitional…[and] never stops”, is the 

concept of throughput in a complex living system (Miller, 1978). The liminal space is not 

reductionist but expansive and it is comprised of the common perspectives on human 

development and learning espoused by Modell, Tomasello, and Rogoff: 

1. The liminal space is active – it is a transformational process in which the actor 

purposely moves from one sphere to another; 

2. The liminal space is collaborative – it is interconnected with other systems (i.e., 

part of a social matrix); 

3. The liminal space is the crucible for meaning making – for humans, it is in this 

nowhere space where metaphor may be the interface for making connections for 

understanding; 
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4. The liminal space is a problem-solving arena – inherently chaotic, it is within this 

space that an individual actively works to explore, negotiate and solve problems.  

 Citing cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner, Modell (2003) cogently draws this 

distinction: “the construction of meaning is very different from the processing of information” 

(p. 2). Modell believes that “meaning is achieved through action in the world and, in turn, the 

self is altered by that action” (p. 99). One distinction that Modell makes that is important to an 

understanding of the experience of internship is that the interface for meaning making is the use 

of metaphor – not as a figure of speech but as a form of thought and cognition. First theoretically 

developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Modell states that “metaphor can transform meaning 

and generate new perceptions” (p. 27). Citing Murdoch, Modell states that this “fundamental 

form of our condition” (p. 26) is the device we utilize to recontextualize our experiences as we 

learn and develop, and it is the mechanism that allows for the “instantaneous mapping” between 

the self and the other (p. 185). This mapping between individuals describes another aspect of the 

process of learning shared by the group in that, not only does the process involve an active 

construction of meaning, it is actively constructed in the world, therefore, learning intrinsically 

involves collaboration between the self and the other. Although learning in the United States 

may parallel the industrial model which focuses on individualism and Capitalist ideals that 

purport that a person controls his/her own destiny, it contradicts emerging understanding in 

evolutionary development that essentially surmises that cognitively before we are an I we are a 

we. Therefore, a developing understanding of how an adolescent experiences the we of 

internship, may yield a deeper understanding regarding his or her individual processes of 

learning. 
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A study of internship guided by this emerging framework focuses on how young people 

actively work to gain meaning through the experience of internship, an experience embedded  

within a social matrix, and how this might describe the process of learning. Tomasello (2014) 

defines this idea of collaborative social learning as his hypothesis of shared intentionality: “when 

individuals participate with others in collaborative activities, together they form joint goals and 

joint attention, which then create individual roles and individual perspectives” (p.3). In his work 

observing both great apes and young children, Tomasello (1999) has theorized that the cognitive 

difference between humans and their ancestors, in essence what makes us human, is that we have 

a unique form of social cognition that allows for the understanding of “conspecifics as beings 

like themselves who have intentional and mental lives like their own” (p. 5).    

Rogoff (1990) expounds a similar hypothesis of social learning which she calls an 

apprenticeship in thinking. Anchoring her idea with the concept that the real question is not what 

makes humans develop but rather understanding how the direction of change and patterns in life 

move the actor in a specific direction, Rogoff’s theory builds upon the idea that “development is 

built on transformations and rhythms intrinsic to life” (p. 13). Like Modell and Tomasello, she 

believes that cognitive development happens in a collaborative context and that learning is 

active. For Rogoff, the purpose of thinking is to act effectively and humans act effectively by 

solving problems that are embedded within a social matrix that helps guide the learning. Her 

theory of apprenticeship in thinking draws an important distinction about the social relationships 

conducive to cognitive development that have direct applications to an understanding of the 

experience of internship.  
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

 To address the lack of research on how adolescents experienced an internship process 

within a secondary school setting, this study  was designed to develop an understanding of how 

students actively participated, collaborated, found meaning, problem solved, and defined the 

internship space to give voice and organization to the experiences in order to further 

understanding of how adolescents engaged the new and unknown space from a human 

development and complex adaptive human system perspective.  

This study followed a qualitative narrative inquiry research design as described by Bruner 

(1991) grounded in a philosophical phenomenological focus on experience and the intentional 

nature of consciousness as espoused by Husserl (1970/1954). By using this study design, the 

subjectivity of the experience was embraced and expanded upon through the retelling of the lived 

experiences of internship through the words and pictures of adolescents. It is important to note 

that these experiences represented the essence of a consciously-lived experience, influenced and 

informed by the unique individual actions on the world and the world’s unique actions on the 

individual up to a specific point in their ontogenesis. By focusing on Husserl’s philosophical 

phenomenological orientation as the underlying method of inquiry, the study sought to give 

voice to how the process of internship was perceived and understood from the first-person point 

of view of the students experiencing it as well as to understand the intentionality of how 

adolescents may or may not have interpreted and contextualized the experience to inform this 

awareness and understanding.  



84 
 

Nested in Husserl’s phemenological philosophy, the study utilized Bruner’s (1991) 

narrative inquiry “armature” to harvest understanding of the internship experience as lived 

through the lives of the student participants (p.5). Bruner’s understanding that “the growth of 

knowledge of ‘reality’ or of the mental powers that enable this growth to occur…is neither 

unilinear, strictly derivational in a logical sense” (p.2), as well as his observations based on 

empirical study that “we organize our experience and memory of human happenings mainly in 

the form of narrative – stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing and not doing…” (p.4) guided 

the design of the research study. Pursuit of a narrative inquiry, he expounded, helps in the 

construction and representation of “the rich and messy domain of human interaction” (p. 4). 

Although Bruner outlines 10 features of the narrative construction of reality, the study was 

informed by two specific constructs pertinent to the experiences being studied. These include 

Bruner’s concepts of narrative diachronicity, that narratives are accounts of events that happen 

over time, and intentional state entailment, that causal explanations cannot be drawn from 

narrative because all individuals have “some measure of agency” to do anything. Therefore, 

since “agency presupposes choice”, narrative accounts can only supply an interpretation of why 

the individual acted or contextualized a specific experience, a reason versus a cause (p. 6-7).  

The research design included the following key phases: 1) Data Collection Phase: 

Accessing and inventorying existing data located online via student digital portfolios; 2) Pre-

Interview Phase: Presenting and receiving student interest for internship interviews; 3) Interview 

Phase: Conducting first student interviews, conversion from audio to written transcription, and 

conducting secondary student interviews for review; 4) Analysis Phase: Analyzing narrative and 

visual artifacts of the internship experience; and 5) Post-Analysis Phase: Defining provenance 

for a deeper understanding of my knowledge and experiences of internship. For further clarity 
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regarding the process, Table 4 is provided describing the phase, procedures implemented, 

outcomes for each phase, timeframe for phase, and data set procured. 

Phase                   Procedure         Outcome Timeframe Data Set 

Data 

Collection 

Phase (1) 

 
Accessing and 
inventorying 
existing data 

• Copied and pasted pre-
existing student blog 
posts from their online 
digital portfolio into a 
Google document 

• Copied and pasted 
student selfies from their 
online digital portfolio to 
a Google Presentation 
format  

• Student information 
collected and 
maintained on separate 
cloud document and 
available for analysis 

• Secured student 
information scheduled 
to be purged following 
cohort’s graduation in 
June 2016 

SEPT 2015- 
MAY 2016 

• 114 student 
blogs 
containing 1-
16 blog post 
entries 

• 182 1st and 4th 
week student 
selfies 
 

Pre-Interview 

Phase (2)  

 
Presenting and 
receiving 
student interest 
for internship 
interviews 

• Visited student 
classrooms to present 
study and provided 
consent forms 

• Received consent forms 
and followed up with 
students regarding the 
interview process 

• Students asked 
questions and returned 
consent forms 

• Only 13 students turned 
in consent forms 

OCT 2015- 
DEC 2015 

• 13 students 
consented for 
interview 

Interview 

Phase (3) 

 
Conducting 
first student 
interviews, 
transcribing, 
conducting 
secondary 
student 
interviews 

• First student interviews 
conducted using 
conversational method 
using interview questions 
(Appendix B) 

• Audio recording sent to 
transcription service 

• Audio recording received 
from transcription service 

• Second student 
interviews conducted 
using conversational 
method 

 

• Student interview data 
converted to narrative 

• Students provided 
feedback on their 
selfies in second 
interview as well as 
checked interview 
transcription for 
accuracy regarding 
their retelling of their 
internship experience 

 

DEC 2015- 
JUNE 2016 

• 13 students 
interviewed 

• 13 students 
provided 
member 
checking in 2nd 
interview 

Analysis Phase 

(4) 

 
Analyzing 
narrative and 
visual artifacts 

• Condensed blog posts 
and transferred direct 
quotes to Narrative 
Analysis document 

• Analyzed blog posts for 
themes based on the five 
research questions 

• Categorized selfies by 1st 
and 4th week 

• Created two separate 
Google Presentation files 
containing 1st week 
selfies and 4th week 
selfies 

• Conducted first scan of 
1st and 4th week selfies 

• Narrative blog posts 
were condensed, and 
relevant understandings 
were identified 

• Condensed blog posts 
coded by research 
themes 

• Selfies analyzed 
individually for 
manifest and latent 
content 

• 1st week and 4th week 
selfies compared to 
gain understanding of 
growth 

• Body of selfies coded 
by research themes 

JUNE 2016- 
JUNE 2017 

• 114 student 
blogs 

• 182 1st and 
4th week 
student 
selfies 

• 13 student 
interviews 
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• Analyzed each selfie 
utilizing the Visual 
Analysis Matrix 
(Appendix C) 

• Analyzed selfies for 
themes based on the five 
research questions 

• Conducted first scan of 
1st and 2nd interviews 

• Condensed student 
interviews to 
ethnographic form to 
capture key 
understandings 

• Analyzed condensed 
narrative based on the 
five research questions 

• Narrative interviews 
were condensed, and 
relevant understandings 
were identified 

• Condensed interviews 
coded by research 
themes 

Post-Analysis 

Phase (5) 

 
Defining 
provenance for 
deeper 
understanding 
of researcher 
knowledge and 
experiences of 
internship 

• Conceptualization of 
provenance process 

• Operationalized 
provenance process 

• Developed emic and 
etic provenance process 

• Developed model for 
provenance process 

• Detailed the process in 
the study  

 

NOV 2017- 
APRIL 2018 

Researcher 
narrative only 
used for context 
 

Table 4 Phases of Data Collection 

In order to gather meaning from the written and visual narratives of student experiences, I 

initially utilized a process for condensing conversations into meaningful chunks of data as well 

as general thematic coding aligned with the five research questions. Upon data analysis, I 

developed a secondary process informed by the first phase findings which included a deeper 

analysis into the epistemological origins of how I understood the internship process. I have 

defined this process as the “provenance” or liminal research design and have included these 

reflections in the preface of this study. 

The process of collecting and evaluating the narratives and identifying the general themes 

expressed through the student’s blog posts, constructed selfies, and interviews informed and 

guided the development of the dissertation narrative and helped to establish additional methods 

of credibility and confirmability. In order to ensure internal validity as described by Krathwohl 



87 
 

(2009), the following procedures were utilized: a) the researcher’s prolonged engagement in the 

field during the study timeframe, as well as over 10 years working with the same student 

demographic at the same school in the same internship process; b) triangulation of data which 

included the narratives constructed by students through blog posts, selfies, and interviews; and c) 

member checking of interview discussions to ensure accuracy of contextualization and 

expression of thoughts. As part of their data analysis process, key themes emerged from the 

student retellings of their internship experiences informed changes to the structure of the 

dissertation narrative including the development and inclusion of an emic and etic provenance 

section, a more thorough review of complex adaptive human systems, and the structure, breadth, 

and scope of the literature review.  

External validity was achieved through the use of thick descriptions in sharing the 

thoughts and experiences of adolescents through their blog posts and interviews. The 

photographic selfies were also a method of non-vocal description that provided, in some ways, 

an even richer description than spoken words. Confirmability, as defined by Krathwohl (2009) 

was established by the emic and etic provenance process developed and undertaken by the 

researcher. The provenance process described the researcher’s personal reflection on external 

and internal factors related to undertaking research on the internship process. More than simply 

an audit trail, it provided a thorough process for, not only helping the researcher understand any 

hidden biases that might have impacted the study’s analysis and discussion/implications but 

provided those reading the study with a deeper understanding of the provenance, or the origin of, 

the researcher’s understanding of the subject to be studied.        
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SETTING AND PARTICIPANTS 

Students selected for participation in the research study were selected from the 2014-

2015 cohort of 11th grade students (ages 16-17) embarking on a four-week academic internship 

program which took place from May 11-June 5 as part of an academic program at a public 

charter school in a suburb of San Diego County. The specific 11th grade cohort participating in 

the study included 68 boys and 82 girls (n=150). Based on Dataquest data provided by the 

California Department of Education for the school enrollment information during the 2014-2015 

school year, total enrollment grades 9-12 was 626 students with 3.7% African American, .5% 

American Indian or Alaska Native, 2.7% Asian, 7.5% Filipino, 76.7% Hispanic or Latino, .8% 

Pacific Islander, 7.5% White not Hispanic, and .6% reporting two or more races. English 

Learners comprised 5.4% of the student population while 51.4% of students qualified for free 

and reduced lunch means. Specific demographic data for the 11th grade cohort was not available. 

The charter school focused on using project-based learning as the primary method for 

learning and teaching within a strong commitment to socio-cultural context. It’s three main 

tenets were personalized learning (focusing on the building of relationships), common 

intellectual mission (focusing on inclusion rather than tracking), adult-world connection 

(providing learning outside the school), and teacher as designer (allowing teachers the latitude to 

design a curriculum to serve their student’s needs). Students worked as collaborators on projects 

that were designed to be relevant and meaningful, while at the same time, exposing them to a 

deeper level of understanding that would mitigate effects of inequity. Grade levels were divided 

by teaching team. Each teaching team was comprised of a Humanities-focused teacher, a science 

teacher, and a primary math teacher although, during that school year, math was approached as a 
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core group of math teachers who planned across teams to ensure a similar curriculum. Teams 

were comprised of approximately 50 students per team or 25 students per teacher.  

As part of their requirements for graduation, 11th grade students were required to 

participate in a formal Academic Internship that took place in the second semester of the 

students’ junior year to maximize opportunities for understanding and self-development. As part 

of the curriculum for the Academic Internship program, students were required to complete 

several academically-related components including: pre- and post-prompts gauging thoughts and 

feelings on the experience prior to the start and following the conclusion of internship; blog 

posts; a selfie photograph with associated “keyword” prompt at the first and fourth weeks; a 

photographic description with narrative regarding the internship site; a mentor interview; and an 

oral presentation of learning (videotaped for purposes of process refinement by the teaching team 

for the next school year). With the exception of the pre- and post-prompts and videotapes of the 

student presentations of learning, evidence of learning through the Academic Internship 

experience was collected and housed on the student’s digital portfolio (DP) site, accessible to the 

public at-large through the main school web site, listed alphabetically by last name.  

All 150 student interns were required to complete blog posts as part of their academic 

internship requirements and to post these blog entries on their individual DP’s which could be 

accessed openly via the school’s web site. All blog post entries were made prior to the start of 

the research study, with the last blog post posted in June 2015. In September 2015, data 

collection for this research study began. Of the 150 students that were required to post, only 114 

student blogs could be downloaded for analysis. Thirty-six (36) blog posts either were not 

available for download because they had not been appropriately uploaded to the student’s 

individual digital portfolio or the student’s digital portfolio was not accessible. Of the 114 
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student blogs that were able to be copied and pasted from the individual student digital 

portfolios, all 114 were included in analysis as part of the research study.  

As part of their blog post assignments, students were also required to upload a first and 

fourth week selfie to their blog housed in their open-access digital portfolio. Of the 114 students 

who had uploaded blogs to their DP’s, 91 students uploaded both 1st and 4th week selfie 

photographs. All 91 students before and after selfies (n=182) were included for analysis.  

In addition, all 150 students were presented with the information regarding the research 

study and participation in student interviews. All 150 students were provided with consent forms 

to either be signed by the student or their parent depending on age. Of the 150 students given 

consent forms, 13 returned the signed consent forms. All 13 students who returned signed 

consent forms were interviewed for purposes of this study.   

DATA COLLECTION 

As indicated previously and described in detail in Table 4, data collection for the research 

study took place from September 2015-June 2016 in three specific phases: 1) Data Collection 

Phase: Accessed and inventoried existing data located online via student digital portfolios 

(September 2015-June 2016); 2) Pre-Interview Phase: Presented and received student interest for 

internship interviews (October 2015-December 2015); and the 3) Interview Phase: Conducted 

first student interviews, converted from audio to written transcription, and conducted secondary 

student interviews for review and member check (December 2015-June 2016). Data was 

generated as authentic components of the Academic Internship program conducted during the 

2014-2015 school year and included components that were openly accessible to the public via 

the student digital portfolios.  
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As part of their four-week Academic Internship requirements, students in their junior 

year of high school at the charter high school were required to complete a series of blogs over the 

course of their four-week internship (May 11-June 5) which included responses to standardized 

prompts, a photo essay-focused blog post, a first week selfie blog post, and a fourth week selfie 

blog post. In addition to this data, thirteen (13) student pre- and post-interviews were conducted 

from December 2015-June 2016 in their senior and final year of high school, 9-10 months 

following their individual internship experiences as juniors.  

Blog Posts (September 2015-June 2016) 

For purposes of this study, the pre-existing data generated through student blog posts 

were collected from their digital portfolios by copying and pasting directly from the online 

source to a Google doc in order for the data to remain accessible following the impending purge 

of data following the students’ graduation in June 2016. These student blogs posts were required 

academic assignments set forth by each teaching team as part of the requirements for completion 

of the Academic Internship requirement. There were ten (10) blogs posts that were required to be 

completed by all students. Each blog post entry was in response to a specific thematic prompt 

following the general format below: 

Blog 1: Getting Ready 

Blog 2: Mentor Interview 

Blog 3: First Impressions 

Blog 4: Internship Selfie and Journal 

Blog 5: Internship Project 

Blog 6: College and Career Connections 
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Blog 7: Self Advocacy 

Blog 8: Photo Essay 

Blog 9: Internship Selfie and Journal 

Blog 10: Internship Project 

Students created and accessed their blog posts through individual student portfolios that were 

created using cloud-based web templates that they developed as 9th graders. Each school year 

students were required to add key artifacts to describe their learning. For the junior year 

internship experience, blog posts were required to be posted to their digital portfolio. Students 

took liberty with the themes, often changing the titles of their blog posts from the standard 

template, separating single prompts into two, or adding prompts. One example for how the blog 

titles were changed is described below using the delta symbol Δ to indicate the change: 

Blog 1: Getting Ready Δ Internship Found and Things I’ve Learned So Far 

Blog 2: Mentor Interview Δ Interview with My Mentor 

Blog 3: First Impressions Δ 1st Impressions 

Blog 4: Internship Selfie and Journal Δ Internship photo 

Blog 5: Internship Project Δ Quick Entry 

Blog 6: College and Career Connections Δ No blog post on this theme 

Blog 7: Self Advocacy Δ The Unnamed Book, Moment Living, and Self-Advocacy 

Blog 8: Photo Essay Δ Photo Album 

Blog 9: Internship Selfie and Journal Δ Another Picture 
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Blog 10: Internship Project Δ End of Year Preparation and My Final Day, Project, and Goodbyes 

Sequential blog post entries allowed students to define expectations (typically defined as Blog 

Post #1 – Getting Ready) and the impressions of the first day of internship (typically defined as 

Blog Post #3 – First Impressions). Blog Post #2 was a pre-internship Mentor Interview which 

was required by one teaching team to be completed prior to the start of internship. Postings from 

the mentor interview reflected the mentor’s viewpoint on the process and yielded insights into 

their understanding of the take-aways of internship. Although many students posted about their 

future mentor’s words of wisdom, for purposes of this study and the research questions posed, 

they will not be a point of focus.   

Students often did not complete certain blog posts, included pictures in their posts (in 

addition to those blog posts requiring photographs), and changed the prescribed content to be 

covered in the blog post as directed by their teaching teams. Blog Posts #1 and #2 were often 

completed prior to the official start of internship and Blog Posts #9 and #10 were often 

completed after the end of internship. To further contextualize the student reflections contained 

within the blog posts, a description of the site of every student internship completed for the 

internship cohort studied is presented in Appendix G. 

1st and 4th Week Selfies (September 2015-June 2016) 

 As part of their blog post prompts, students were asked on the fourth day of the first week 

of their internship to take a selfie. All students were emailed on May 14, 2015 to remind them to 

complete their Selfie #1 blog post and forward a one-word description directly to their teacher as 

well as uploading the image to their blogs. The prompt for the first selfie blog post was “Take a 

selfie of yourself at internship. Include a one-word descriptor.” During the fourth week of 

internship, Tuesday, June 2, 2015, students were again emailed and asked to submit Selfie #2 
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with the one-word description. These selfies were again forwarded to their teacher as well as 

uploaded to their blogs. As part of the data collection process, 1st and 4th week selfies were 

copied and pasted as separate sets of data to two distinct Google presentation documents at the 

same time that blog posts were copied and pasted.  

Ninety-one (91) students uploaded Selfie #1 and Selfie #2 (n=182) to their blog posts or 

emailed them directly to their teacher. Six (6) students did not upload or send their first selfie and 

nine (9) students did not upload or send their second selfie. The remaining forty-four (44) 

students did not upload their selfies to their blogs or send their selfies to their teacher. 

Student Interviews (October 2015-June 2016) 

 Thirteen (13) students (or their parents) signed consent forms and were interviewed 9-10 

months following the completion of their internship experience and during their last year of high 

school.  

Interviews were conducted from December 2015-June 2016. In October 2015, I visited 

each of the three cohort classes of new seniors (former junior interns) and described the nature of 

the research study. I provided an information sheet regarding the study, the SDSU IRB-approved 

consent form, and a photographic release form (note: student selfies and photographic 

components of blog posts were posted on each student’s open-access digital portfolio on a 

publicly-accessible web site). No students requested the documents in an alternate language. 

From October 2015-February 2016, 13 students submitted the forms with required signatures. 

Interviews took place on the school campus in either a conference room, an office, or in outside 

area at the preference of the student. An audiotape of the conversational interview was made. 

First interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. The first question served to provide 

information related to the student’s internship site, how they might have traveled to the 
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internship site, and mentor information. Subsequent questions explored their experience of 

internship by providing context while still allowing each student to drive the retelling. See 

Appendix B for a list of interview questions. If the length of the session was running over, 

certain questions may have been eliminated as appropriate.  

Upon conclusion of the first interview, the audio file was uploaded to rev.com and a 

transcription was provided. Upon arrangement, a second interview was conducted at which time 

the student reviewed the transcribed interview for accuracy, provided additional information or 

clarifying specific points, and confirmed that the interview reflected an accurate representation 

of their experiences as remembered and contextualized. 

Each transcription of the 45-minute first interview was between 15-20 pages in length. 

The second transcription of the 10-15-minute second interview was between 5-6 pages in length. 

During the second interview, students were also shown their 1st and 4th week selfie and were 

asked to describe any thought processes behind their construction. Their remarks during the 

second interview were also audiotaped and, upon conclusion of the interview, a file was 

uploaded and transcribed at rev.com. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 I approached the research from the anthropologically-oriented emic perspective to 

become an insider to the process of how internship is experienced (Krathwohl, 2009). Data was 

analyzed via the process of content analysis as described by Krippendorff (1989) as a technique 

to “analyze data within a specific context in view of the meanings someone-a group or culture-

attributes to them” (p. 403). As defined by Hsieh & Shannon (2005), a hybrid of directed and 

summative content analysis was utilized. Directed methods were utilized as the attributes of the 

research questions framed the study (i.e., how did students define the internship space, how did 



96 
 

they actively participate, how did they collaborate, how did they problem solve, and how did 

they make meaning), while coding was defined during content analysis. Additionally, in 

organizing the data for analysis, it was determined that the manifest content would be reviewed 

for both the narrative student blogs and interviews, while both manifest and latent content would 

be analyzed for the selfie photographs (Konecki, 2011).  

Data analysis of the three main data sources, blog posts, 1st and 4th week selfies, and 

student interviews (n=13) was conducted from June 2016-2017, referred to as Phase 4 in Table 4. 

Specifically, each student’s blog posts were condensed, and meaningful elements transferred to a 

“narrative analysis” Google Sheets document. Each student was given a unique numerical 

identifier attached to their last name and first initial, and his or her blog information was 

collected and sorted on an individual sheet within the narrative analysis document. Details of 

each student blog were captured including the date of the blog, the blog number, and the 

description of the blog prompt as written by the student. For blog posts that were made prior to 

the start of internship, the dates of the blog posts were highlighted in yellow to describe a pre-

internship blog post. For blog posts that were made at or following the start of internship, the 

dates were highlighted in green in order to describe a during internship blog posts. In addition to 

these details, the analysis document provided a category for recording student experiences which 

seemed to describe an amplification (a recollected experience) and/or a bifurcation (students 

recount an experience that changed them) memory. Rapport (2010) defines these as “critical 

moments” in which an individual changes direction or is transformed. In addition to these 

categories, a notes section was included to capture keywords or comments. Each student blog 

post analysis was set up in this way prior to the start of the analysis. Upon content analysis for 

each individual student blog, I added specific quotes to the document under each blog post 
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heading that provided exemplars of responses to that specific blog post prompt. I then noted 

specific descriptions that expressed the themes of the five research questions. In addition, I noted 

keywords that encompassed other themes expressed through the narrative. Every student’s 

individual blog posts were analyzed with the exception of the photographic essay. These blog 

posts contained between 10-40 pictures per student. 

  To analyze selfie photographs in terms of how students experienced internship, student 

selfies were categorized and tagged as Selfie #1 or Selfie #2 and pasted into two separate Google 

Presentation documents. Once completed, an initial scan of each group of selfies was made, 

followed by another scan comparing each student’s Selfie #1 and Selfie #2 photograph. In the 

same way that blog posts were ordered in sequence over the four-week internship, the 

comparison scan was informed by Bruner’s narrative diachronicity concept for narrative inquiry 

in order to understand the images in terms of their difference (or lack of difference) over time. 

Once the initial scans were completed, each selfie was analyzed individually through the use of 

the visual image analysis rubric (Appendix C) that I created to assist in analyzing each 

photograph. Based on the multislice imagining process as described by Konecki (2011) in 

relation to visual grounded theory, this analysis is a “grammar of visual narrations analysis that 

accents the following stages: a) an act of creating pictures and images (analysis of context of 

creation); b) participation in demonstrating/communicating visual images; c) the visual product, 

its content and stylistic structure; and d) the reception of an ‘image’ and visual aspects of 

presenting/representing something (i.e., latent/manifest content) (p. 131). Using this method, 

images are deconstructed to parts which are then used to analyze key themes just as native 

narrative data. In this regard, the selfie photographs were analyzed, and the following 

information was collected: 
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• Description of context 

• Communication methods (eyes, mouth, face, hands) 

• Facial presentation (FF=full facing, SF=side facing, SNS=student not seen) 

• Camera framing (selfie, close up, medium close up, midshot, wideshot, very wideshot, 

cutaway, two-shot, noddy shot, POV shot, cut-in, etc.) 

• Description of Image (ST=student taken, OT-other taken) 

• Presentation/Representation of Image 

• Shared intention with the environment 

• Keywords (i.e., words that the researcher would use to contextualize the photograph like 

“teaching”) 

• Single, group, or other (i.e., who is appearing in the photograph) 

• Comparison comments (i.e., researcher comments in comparing the two photographs) 

The visual image analysis rubric allowed me to develop an understanding of how students were 

constructing the photographs based on the prompts given and to record differences between the 

first and fourth week selfies. In addition to analyzing the individual photographic expressions of 

themes based on the five research questions, I unexpectedly began to analyze the selfies as a 

collective expression of the internship cohort based on specific features that described a common 

construction.  

 Analysis of interview data followed a similar process. Student audiotaped interviews 

were uploaded to a transcription service in order to be converted into a textual transcript. 

Students were then provided with a copy of their transcript for review and a second audiotaped 

interview was made. Once this second audiotaped textual transcript was complete, analysis 

began. An initial scan of each individual’s first and second transcript was made without formal 
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analysis. During a secondary scan, each student’s first and second interviews were condensed to 

one abridged ethnographic narrative, featuring excerpts of their rich descriptions, in order to 

capture key understandings from the retelling of their experiences. From this narrative, key 

descriptions of experiences that expressed the research themes were identified.    

OMITTED DATA SOURCES 

In the original study proposal, the pre-prompt and post-prompt responses were to be 

included as data sources, however, the pre-prompt was not given on the day before the students 

attended their internship placement and was, instead, administered on different days by different 

teams during the week prior to internship. Additionally, one teaching team did not administer the 

post-prompt to their students the day they returned from their internship placement. Therefore, 

the pre-prompt and post-prompt responses were omitted as data sources.  

Additionally, students’ oral presentations of learning videos were to be analyzed as an 

additional data source. Videotaping of the presentations of learning, however, did not function 

appropriately and a small number of videos were captured which were of poor visual and sound 

quality. Therefore, these videos were omitted as data sources.     

PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS  

Prior to the start of the research study, the nature and scope of the study and all associated 

consent forms were presented to the San Diego State University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) for review related to research with human subjects. This research was considered low risk 

as it utilized pre-existing data and participation was voluntary. For those 13 students wishing to 

participate in the interview process, consent forms were required to be signed by the student, if 

over the age of 18, or by the parent/guardian prior to interview. In addition, the 13 students who 

were interested in having their selfies included in the dissertation narrative provided 
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photographic releases, however, the photographic selfies were included as part of an open-access 

blog that was publicly accessible via their digital portfolios. Students were required to consent to 

use of their images upon acceptance by the charter high school as part of their worldwide 

dissemination of learning practices.  

Students were able to terminate their involvement in the study at any time, determine the 

length of the interview, and decide whether to participate in a follow-up interview. All efforts 

were made to interview students in areas in which they felt comfortable and they were asked and 

given water if needed. There were no costs associated for interview expenses incurred by either 

students, parents, or the school. Participants were given the opportunity to review transcripts of 

their first interviews and provide notes, insights, and other thoughts that were also transcribed 

and included in the descriptive narrative included in this study. 

 Student data including blog posts and selfies are in the public domain and, although are 

not accessible via the school’s website, could be found using the internet wayback machine. This 

information, including the interview recordings, interview transcriptions, and video presentations 

of learning, are located on two external hard drives housed in a secure place in the researcher’s 

home, in addition to 3”x5” printed photographs of all student selfies. The digital data is also 

stored on the researcher’s computer which is password protected.  
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CHAPTER 5 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS INTRODUCTION 

The findings presented are by no means exhaustive. The amount of data generated during 

this one four-week period was tremendous and has the potential to yield more findings that may 

answer different research questions. The information presented in this section aims to focus on 

the research questions driving the initial research process and present the data in a way that 

honors the often unheard and unseen voices and self-photographs of adolescents. For 

organizational purposes, the information is presented in sections with headings that describe the 

five research questions. These sections include 1) active participation; 2) collaboration; 3) 

meaning-making; 4) problem solving; and 5) defining the internship space. I would like to note 

that all points of data described in the following pages provide descriptions that could have been 

presented as findings to answer any of the research questions posited and I hope that it may be 

used separately in future studies to describe the student experience of internship expressed 

through a narrative that describes their own thoughts and feelings. 
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ACTIVE PARTICIPATION 

 When students enter an internship space, how do they actively participate in the process? 

The process of actively participating in an endeavor can be described in ways in which one acts 

upon the environment and in ways the environment acts upon the individual. Through actively 

participating in a process, an action, or by just being in the space, a person may both be affected 

by the people and happenings going on at any given time as well as impact what is going on in 

the space or on the actions of others in response to their participation. For example, to get credit 

for actively participating in a class, a teacher may define the act of raising a hand in response to a 

question posed by the instructor, being an engaged participant in a collaborative work group 

(evidenced by a “lean in” type of posture and engagement in conversation with others), or simply 

for attending class and announcing here. The variety of these actions may define what one might 

consider active participation.  

 For students entering the internship space, active participation is defined both in the way 

they described how they outwardly engaged the environment or how the environment engaged 

them but, possibly more importantly, how they internally understood or made sense of the new 

spaces they were entering in order to make decisions to engage. To engage actively in a process, 

one must first make an internal decision on whether to participate. This is easily seen when a 

student doesn’t raise a hand in response to a question, when she stands on the outside of a work 

group looking in, or when he is absent from class. To actively participate, there is a decision 

made that must be precluded by some sort of rationalization as to how this will ultimately affect 

the individual, the costs and the benefits.  

The three points of data (interviews, selfies, and blog posts) describe unique student 

perspectives of actively participating in an internship in terms of both the rationalization 
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process for determining if and how to actively participate in the new environment, as well as rich 

narrative and visual descriptions of how they participated in their internships following their 

decisions to engage. Their perspectives, as evidenced through the narrative expositions captured 

through their blog posts and interview narratives, as well as through the construction and one 

word or one phrase labeling of their visual selfies, provides a deeper understanding of how they 

actively participated in their internship experience.  

Rationalization 

Several students illustrated the ways they rationalized how to engage in their internship 

setting. Stephanie, a young African American artist and tennis player, spent her four-week 

internship at a local tennis club. She believed she was able to get her internship “based on her 

reputation” as a competitive tennis player. Her initial decision to engage in the process centered 

around her prior experiences with tennis as a player, as well as her desire to connect with a 

mentor outside of school. However, because she had not formally met her mentor before the 

internship and corresponded only by email, Stephanie felt that on the first day that she “had to be 

the one to talk to people.” After being given a brief tour of the tennis club and being introduced 

to her new colleagues, she rarely saw her mentor during the next four weeks. It was after the 

brief introductions that she realized that she would have to be more actively engaged in the 

process stating, “I got in there and I sat down, then I realized, okay, you need to talk to the 

person at the front desk which ended up being Grace. You need to talk to somebody, tell them 

why you’re here.”  

The connection that Stephanie sought out as she determined how she would actively 

participate in the new environment is similar to the descriptions of first impressions of the 

internship space as articulated through William’s blog. William received his internship based on 
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a referral from his inclusion school mentor. In his blog posts, he describes a preconceived 

perception of the space prior to the first day, having only briefly met his mentor and having a 

general understanding of what was to be expected of him during his internship at a local church’s 

food pantry for the homeless and underserved. At first William thought it “wasn’t going to be 

fun. I thought it was going to be a long quiet dull day.” This changed, however, when he met the 

staff: “But then when I had met all of the staff and it had been a few minutes everything changed. 

Most of the volunteers are old but young at heart! They are some of the funniest people you’ll 

ever meet! It hadn’t even been 5 minutes and I already was enjoying myself.” The sense of 

enjoyment at meeting the staff caused him to relay that “this is not your ordinary thrift shop,” 

hinting that, perhaps, his expectation of his internship prior to the first day was something 

associated with being ordinary, or an ordinary type of experience. When he came to the 

realization that it was not going to be an ordinary experience for him, he began to enjoy the 

experience. 

This perception of internship as an ordinary type of experience, can be seen in the visual 

rationalization of Anna’s first selfie photograph. Anna participated in the Interview Day process 

but procured her internship through adult mentors on campus. In the photograph, she can be seen 

standing on a sidewalk with her right hand raised in a gesture to showcase the ocean in back of 

her. Her affect seems to reflect a sense of apathy and detachment from her internship experience 

which may be summarized in her labeling of this first selfie as “Blue”. Having been given the 

prompt during the fourth day of her internship, the image that she constructed to reflect her 

understanding of the internship in this first week seems to describe her decision-making process 
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Figure 12 Anna (1st Selfie) 

for not participating actively in her internship. Her photograph seems to describe her lack of  

excitement for her post at an institute of oceanography in San Diego and lack of engagement 

with others in the internship space. Instead of describing her active participation in her internship 

process, this selfie photograph seems to showcase a passive participation that is threaded 

throughout her narrative blog posts.  

In other posts, however, students described their rationalization process for choosing to 

engage in the internship space in terms of comfortablity. One female student described in her 

“first impressions” blog post “I feel very comfortable in my new workplace.” This comfortability 

with her internship at a local assemblyperson’s office was perhaps made easier by the fact that 

“all of my colleagues…are extremely nice and open to questions.” Having been made to feel 

comfortable in her new environment, the student determined that she would participate in the 
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process despite her concerns about the amount of work she would be doing and whether she 

could accomplish the tasks, “I am slightly concerned about the workload that is being assigned 

and how I might not be able to manage it on time, but I’m confident in that I’ll be able to make it 

work and do my best.”  

The sense of overcoming internal concerns was also expressed by a male student who 

interned at the local YMCA. He described his rationale for choosing to actively participate in the 

internship experience in terms of fitting in with others, “As I walked in I felt so new, little, and 

confused when I saw everybody looking at me…I’m a little worried about how I’m going to fit 

in with the staff but I know as long as I’m myself I’ll do just fine.” This sense of initial worry 

about the internship experience was also shared by Marisol during her interview. Because she 

was “too scared to go by myself,” she asked her father to take her to her internship at a local 

university’s research lab over 45 minutes away from her home. Her sense of actively 

participating in the internship experience began in the parking lot of her internship site when, 

after having her battery die and unable to find the correct parking lot, a facility worker helped her 

jumpstart her car: “…I was like, ‘You are my last hope, do you have any jumper cables, like 

could you help me with my car?’ He was like, ‘yeah for sure’ and he was very late for 

something, but out of the kindness of his heart he saw that I was about to cry and he was like, 

‘All right I'll help you.’” This experience left a lasting impression on her regarding the internship 

site as well as the individuals that she met upon first arrival. By the time that she reached her 

office and was escorted to her desk, the “awkwardness” that she described was quickly replaced 

because “they were super accepting of us, they were supportive and they understood.” Starting 

her first day of internship narrative with the story of how she was initially supported in her 
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efforts to jumpstart her car seemed to describe how feeling a sense of support helped her to 

rationalize further engagement in the internship process. 

Another student recounted within his interview, how he realized that he wouldn’t have 

specific supports to help him ease into the environment. David, an LGBTQ student who was 

“hired” during the school’s Interview Day process, rationalized his acceptance to actively engage 

in the internship experience by remarking on how he purposefully tried to reinvent himself the 

first day as a professional, “It was awesome, because I see how the real world works, but it was 

shocking, I guess, stepping into that building. Tossing off all the childish things aside. I can’t talk 

about school…I can’t go over to Matthew who’s across the hall, and just start chatting about 

anything. It was really unprofessional, and it kind of felt like I tore off a new skin. Coming into 

the building, as soon as I open[ed] that door, my mouth shut…I left everything outside, which 

was odd to me, because I usually have a lot of hard time doing that.” David’s remarks describe 

his forceful decision to engage in the new environment, despite his feelings of shock and 

awkwardness, in order to embrace the unknown and actively participate as a new self in a new 

space. 

Decisions to Engage 

Upon entering the internship space, meeting new co-workers and attempting to develop 

an understanding of the unknown environment they find themselves within, students had the 

choice to either actively engage in the internship experience or disengage. Disengagement can 

most clearly be seen within Anna’s blog entries. In her early posts, Anna describes her first 

impressions of the space in terms of career take-aways stating that she was “excited to see if 

oceanography is something I want to pursue in the future,” and “I am also interested to see what 

a working environment looks like.” Half way through her internship experience, she states, in 
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what seems to be a sarcastic tone, that “it’s amazing that all day I get to learn more about the 

ocean.” Anna seems to lack connection to the individuals in her environment when she describes 

a slightly greater connection to a canine rather than her human co-workers: “…been putting in 

effort to know everyone that works on my floor. I actually know most of the people and they are 

all so smart and nice! Especially Jane, a dog that comes in every day.” Her photo essay blog is  

comprised of pictures of the backs of staff members and seems to reflect a loneliness that 

supports a lack of participation or disengagement in the internship environment. One of the last 

entries, perhaps the most poignant and most reflective of her lack of active participation in her 

internship, states, “I hope one day I find that something that I will always want to learn more 

about.” 

Anna’s blog entries and her first and fourth week selfies provide a reflection of the 

internship experience that contrasts sharply with the narrative descriptions and photographic 

selfies of the other students. In particular, the majority of the selfie photographs showcase 

students who use the medium to latently describe their rationalization processes for choosing to 

participate in the internship experience. Azul, for example, can be seen in her selfie, posed and  

taken by another, as she works with a young female student in her internship at a therapeutic 

preschool (Figure 13). In making a decision to engage in internship during that first week, Azul 

has deliberately constructed a sense of how she should be perceived in the internship 

environment, one that connects to her role as teacher and her intention of helping a young 

student. In her second selfie, constructed during the fourth week of internship (Figure 14), Azul 

deepens her level of active participation in the experience by including additional colleagues in 

the photograph to depict a sense of camaraderie and belonging.  

 



109 
 

 
Figure 13 Azul (1st Selfie) 

 

Figure 14 Azul (2nd Selfie) 
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In Raul’s selfies, the level of active participation can also be visualized through his 

construction of the photographic representation of his internship. In his first selfie, Raul stares at 

the camera as he stands in front of a grouping of small tools laid out on a table. He has made a 

                

Figure 15 Raul (1st and 2nd Selfie) 

decision to actively participate in the environment by placing himself in a way that identifies or 

connects him to the artifacts used and produced in an aerospace repair facility. In his second 

selfie, the objects he places behind him are larger and stronger looking. He is in a hanger with a 

pronounced mask and determined look on his face. He looks fully in command and the 

photograph connotes a level of deeper participation in internship activities as he has clearly taken 

on the role of machinist. 

Students also richly described their active participation in the internship environment in 

their blog posts. Each student was required to complete a student-led project during their four-

week experience. Many referred to the scope and nature of the project within their blog posts, 
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examples of which included documentaries, CAD renderings, web site development, research 

and publications, and the creation of usable artifacts such as training materials for use in 

classrooms. Students also described specific duties and responsibilities that made up their 

internship day. One student blog post described how the student would be doing different tasks 

each day, “One day I will be cleaning graffiti off of doors to supervising kids.” He thought it 

would be a great experience because “I won’t be stuck on one task.” The completion of different 

tasks was also reflected upon by another student who was surprised at the diversity of the tasks 

that he had been given, “What strikes me about the job that I’m doing is that I’m not just doing 

one thing I’m doing different things for different people. I thought I was going to be in the 

computer researching.”  

Their active participation in what they thought would be task-focused, often yielded 

surprising revelations about their internship environment. One student described his surprise at 

his level of involvement in his engineering internship stating, “Today I sat down in a meeting 

that talked about how the engineers and construction workers were going to measure the 

maintenance in each work site. This meeting made me change my perspective of what I will be 

doing in this internship. I first thought that I will just be reading blueprints and going out on the 

field, but I am also going to be a part of those important meetings and other things that engineers 

also have to do.” Another student interning at a local university lab reflected, “‘There is no better 

way of realizing you like something until you experience it.’ The random quote above is so true. 

I’ve always been really into science and I’ve always thought I wanted to be a scientist but I never 

knew how the daily life of a scientist would be…I have a pretty good understanding of what it is 

like now.” For these students, their active participation in their respective internship 

environments were more nuanced, allowing them to contextualize the experience in terms of its 
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effect on their understanding of the scope of their given engagement in the roles they were 

assuming, as well as how these roles impacted their understanding as individuals. 

Students also reflected upon how they actively participated in the internship experience 

upon extended interview. In one example, Mark, who had interviewed and received an internship 

at a local animal shelter described his experience in terms of his general duties which were to 

work on the computer, make sure that the information on dogs housed in the shelter was correct, 

exercise the dogs, and work with other volunteers. On Saturdays, he would also help with clean 

up, ensuring that the kennels were cleaned for the weekend. He stated that he “did not mind the 

labor” as he had wanted to work with dogs and “knew it was going to get down and dirty.” 

During the first week of internship, Mark was “lectured” by his mentor and felt as if he had done 

something wrong. This left him feeling disengaged with his internship mentor, but he remained 

actively engaged because of his daily work with the dogs and other animals with which he had 

formed a strong connection. During the last week of internship, Mark was able to connect with 

another employee who became his informal mentor. He thought of her as “kind” and stated that 

“she gave me some tasks but she let me like just go walk around, help other people…I helped her 

most of the time and we kind of, in a way, connected and talked and stuff.” 

For Geraldo, a student interning with five other students from his school at a local 

assemblyperson’s office, his interview described a feeling that he would have had a richer 

experience if he had not been connected to his peers from school. He spent a lot of time 

describing his internship experience, specifically a pivotal memory of participating in a meeting 

about the connection between autism and vaccinations. When asked about how it might have 

been different for him to experience internship alone versus with individuals he knew, Geraldo 

thought he would have had more of a “real world experience if it would’ve been just me because 
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a lot of the tasks that we were delegated ended up being divided in between the five of us.” He 

describes an understanding of how the experience of actively participating in an internship might 

be diluted by sharing tasks or “conversations” that could serve to more deeply anchor a student 

to the internship space. Specifically, Geraldo stated, “Towards the end of my internship, I started 

having really good conversations with some of my coworkers, and I think that would've 

happened sooner if I hadn't been...the people from [my school] were the people I was 

comfortable with. They were the ones that I sat with at lunch or that I spoke to during break 

instead of my coworkers. I learned a lot from them and I think that could've been happening 

sooner, if I had been alone.”  

Summary 

These findings provide an insight into how students actively participate in the internship 

experience. This participation begins with them overcoming initial preconceptions about the 

internship space, their own sense of nervousness and anxiety regarding the unknown, and their 

lack of specific connections with others. They persist, moving past these internal and external 

obstacles by rationalizing ways to overcome initial resistance, both of the self and from others, in 

order to begin to participate in the new environment. The data describes these processes: 

Stephanie’s lack of connection with her mentor results in her rationalization for his lack of 

connection, moving her to reach out to others to connect to the space. William has low 

expectations for his internship experience but begins to enjoy the experience through the budding 

relationships he begins to build from the start of his internship. Marisol’s anxiety at having her 

car battery die turns into a teachable moment of the self as she starts her internship with a solid 

anchor of support. Juxtaposed with Anna’s disengagement, as seen through her selfie and blog 
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post entries, the evidence of the robust and diverse ways that students make active decisions to 

participate in the internship space stands out.   

 After they have made the decision to engage, students describe both narratively and 

visually how they actively participate in the internship space. This participation straddles both 

the external and internal environments as the situational experiences they are living through 

begin to appear as subtle changes to their complex systems. Students describe how they actively 

participate through the work or tasks that they do in the internship space, including describing 

the scope of their internship project. Upon choosing to act, they are often surprised at their 

misperceptions of the tasks they have been given. The striking commonality between these 

external engagements are that they involve individuals who both help them attach to their 

environment in different ways and who may or may not help them connect. Mark’s experience is 

a striking example of a student’s lack of initial connection in the first week of internship and his 

persistence as he continued to work toward staying actively engaged. At any time during the four 

weeks he could have disengaged from the experience, but instead he anchors himself to his love 

for animals and seeks out another individual with which he can connect. Geraldo’s reflection on 

how he may have more actively engaged in his internship had he not shared the experience with 

peers, describes a powerful insight regarding the quality of the engagement experience in terms 

of the conversations and connections with others that seem to be so valuable to students within 

their various settings. All connections may not be equal in the internship experience, and 

Geraldo’s comments echo other student reflections that describe, in hindsight, that actively 

participating in internship becomes a personal journey that one may not want to share.  

 Perhaps the most interesting finding for how students described their active participation 

in their internship experiences are their first and four-week selfies which capture a visual 
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description of the process of participation and may describe the growth that occurs through the 

experience from the first to fourth week. Both Azul and Raul’s selfies, one co-constructed with 

another and one taken by the student, show how students actively participate by, in a sense, 

claiming the internship space as their own. They bring the living space into their constructed 

reality, thoughtfully presenting an artifact of how they are engaged in the space. The construction 

of these artifacts may capture the subtle growth that occurs between the four-week span, visually 

showcasing how, in Azul’s case, an expansion of the connections she has forged through her 

experience and, in Raul’s case, the development of a sense of self through the participation in the 

experience.   
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COLLABORATION 

 When students enter an internship space, how do they collaborate? Collaboration, like 

active participation, is a form of an individual’s action on the environment and the environment’s 

actions upon an individual. Active participation may, in fact, be one way to visualize the sum 

effect of decisions made to collaborate. Can one actively participate without collaborating? Are 

they one in the same or different? One’s ability to collaborate requires a level of trust, of 

mutualism, and, what Tomasello (2009) defines as “shared intention” which is simply, “…the 

ability to create with others joint intentions and joint commitments in cooperative endeavors” (p. 

xiii). His analysis, driven by his work juxtaposing the behaviors of humans and primates, draws a 

stark difference between what we think of collaboration and how humans are actually 

evolutionarily primed to collaborate. In our current “21st century skill” mindset, the idea of 

collaboration is really a shallow shell of what it means to collaborate with another. The Mozilla 

21st Century Skills framework describes collaboration in terms of having audience and cultural 

awareness, the ability to resolve conflicts, appropriate use of collaboration technology, and being 

responsible and productive (Appendix H). Tomasello, by contrast, describes collaboration in 

terms of a complex human’s innate and culturally-developed disposition to be altruistic - to help, 

to inform, and to share.  

 Many students entered the internship space with a willingness and trust for the process, 

entering with an open heart to help and to share a part of themselves with the real world in which 

they found themselves engaged. There was a reciprocity in these intentions as many of their 

mentors also, by their very acceptance of the intern into their place of work and daily routines, 

seemed to want to help students learn more about life, inform them about the world they were 

entering, and share their experiences as well. Students collaborated in the internship space by 
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sharing intention with the setting and the people that made up their new environment. The three 

points of data (blog posts, selfies, and interviews) describe how students collaborated as they 

entered the space eager to help, with mentors mutually ready to assist and inform, and how both 

student and mentor shared intention within the internship space. 

Shared Intention 

Perhaps the most striking finding of the study can be visually seen through the construction of 

the selfies. In the first week of their internship program, students crafted photographs that 

visually described how they sought to share intention with the internship space either by placing 

themselves within the context of their internship, utilizing props to tell a story of where they 

were interning, or including others as collaborators (i.e., taking the photograph or being included 

in the photograph). Rachel’s selfie, for example, is taken by a collaborator in the process as she 

stands outside a striking orange object that describes “art museum”. In this selfie, she stands 

slightly to the side to ensure that the camera captures the information listed on the unique 

“poster”. She has included a badge, that upon very close review, features a similar “x” to the one 

that she is standing in front of. Rachel is smiling directly at the camera, engaged and with 

intention. She is telling a story of herself in the first week of internship. She shares intention with 

the space, identifies herself as someone affiliated with the museum, and collaborates with 

another on constructing the image that she will eventually post on her digital portfolio. In her 

fourth week selfie photograph, Rachel appears to be deepening her sense of shared intention with 

the space. She is positioned in relatively the same fashion as in her first selfie and has included 

the badge that she wore to identify herself as an intern, however, she is now inside at what 

appears to be an art exhibit. She surrounds herself with other artifacts describing the art museum 

and has now added participants, other collaborators, sharing the intention of the space.  
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Figure 16 Rachel (1st and 2nd Selfie) 

 In his blog post, Juan also described how he shared a mutual intention with his colleagues 

at a local utility company. He remarked on how this shared intention made him feel more 

respected as an equal, rather than a teenager: “Here I was at sixteen at [this utility company] 

seeing supervisors, engineers, electricians, and professionals focusing on me and my evaluations. 

Usually everyone is giving their attention to their boss or supervisors but this time the people 

being focused on were focusing on me. While I was presenting I was given respect as if I was 

just another engineer there. Peoples faces were expressing interest, astonishment and curiosity. 

After I finished presenting many people asked questions, gave feedback and even told me things 

that I never realized.” This sense of feeling a part of the group, perhaps somewhat shocked at 

being allowed to share a space that they have just entered and to be able to claim it as a fellow 

collaborator, was also described by Azul in an early blog post. In describing her first day at her 

internship, she stated, “…they took the time to show me around the preschool and told me to 

take my time to adapt to my schedule and the children. What strikes me most about the job I’m 

doing is how real it feels, the children even call me Ms. Azul or teacher. I’m excited and truly 



119 
 

looking forward to getting to know these children a little better and learning how to 

communicate with them in order to help them grow.”     

 One of the ways that students were able to share intention in the internship space was 

when during the first week as their mentors worked to acclimate them to their new environments. 

Daniella, who received her internship at a local chiropractor’s office from a school staff member 

referral, described in her blog post that she was “able to shadow my mentor and listen to some 

amazing stories from patients about their before and after experiences and how their life has 

change thanks to this amazing work done by chiropractors.” Her blog post experience was also 

reflected in her selfie photograph for the first week of internship, which she described as 

“exciting.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 Daniella (1st Selfie) 

Within her blog post, she described the experience reflected in the photograph, “On Tuesday I 

got to experience the feeling of being adjusted for the first time and I got little nervous because I 

didn’t know how it was going to feel but at the end of my neck and back felt really nice and 
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relaxed.” This selfie, co-constructed with an off-camera collaborator, describes one way that 

mentors shared the intention of the internship space with their interns. Daniella’s mentor is not 

content to have her float on the periphery of the experience, but rather he pulls her in by 

providing her with a kinesthetic application of what it means, and feels, to be a chiropractor. In 

order to sit in the chair to receive the adjustment, Daniella had to enter the experience with an 

open mind and open heart, placing a sense of trust in both the space and in her mentor.   

To Help and Inform (The Reciprocity of Internship) 

 Daniella’s selfie and blog post also describe collaboration within the internship space in 

terms of the mentor’s actions to help and inform the young person with which they have 

become collaborators. In her interview, Marisol described her first week experience at the 

university laboratory as having made a lasting impression on her. Part of this early experience 

was the depth of conversations she had with her mentor: “And like those first kind of 

conversations where I was like, ‘Oh my Gosh! I'm working like with Dr. R, she's so cool, she's 

so intelligent’...I had a lot of respect for her and I really admired her and it was really like 

striking for me to have these casual conversations with her in the office...after I got used to that, 

and after I started working with her and getting the things together for the cages and like, I 

became comfortable going up to her and be like, ‘Hey, this is my idea, give me some feedback.’ 

Then we had like these amazing conversations…” The experience of having conversations with 

her mentor allowed Marisol to see “a lot of different really cool perspectives in science that 

made me fascinated to see how they were connected to the real world and see where I can use 

them in everyday life.” She also indicated that “…it opened my eyes of how capable I am to 

doing that and how, just how much I could learn from someone by just talking to them, being 

open to hearing what they have to say.” Interestingly, captured in her mentor interview blog 
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post, Marisol describes her mentor’s reciprocal excitement at mentoring a student of her age and 

participating in the process of helping to develop new skills in a young person. The 

conversation, captured, written, and posted by Marisol provides a glimpse into the quality of the 

conversations with her mentor that have helped to inform her: “It will be very interesting to 

watch your generation, especially you and the others who have gone through [the charter 

school] because you get that early exposure to just feeling good about yourself-not cocky, but 

secure. Secure in yourself, in what you can get done, in may be not having all the skills, but 

being able to be okay with that and being able to look for a team who will help you get where 

you need to go.” These types of conversations, in which both mentors and interns were “open” 

to sharing insights into experiences and helping each other navigate unknown spaces, whether it 

was for the intern’s developing understanding of the real world or the mentor’s developing 

understanding of the intern, described a more intimate level of collaboration in the internship 

space. 

 Within the internship space, students often cited how helpful their colleagues were or 

reflected upon the ability to ask questions in order to gather information to fill gaps. One 

student interning at a local community theatre stated in her fourth blog post titled, First 

Impressions From Day One, that “Mr. Lars, who sits in the desk next to me, was a really nice 

man who helped me settle in and connect to the wifi, which was a struggle.” Another student 

also described help with technology at her internship site stating, “I even got to chat with the IT 

lady, who stopped by and kindly helped me set up my account and get oriented with my  
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 Figure 18 Frances (2nd Selfie) 

desktop.” Frances, a young woman interning at a local youth development non-profit, stated that 

“anytime I ask for extra work or have questions the team is available to help me with what I 

need.” She described her internship site during her week one blog posts as an “open 

environment” in which “we are allowed to ask each other questions throughout the office.” She 

described how this openness and her colleagues sense of making her feel “welcomed” made her 

feel part of the team. This sense of altruism on behalf of her new colleagues, of being given the 

freedom and trust to ask questions and receive help, may have impacted her co-construction of 

her fourth week selfie, as shown above. Constructed as a selfie, Frances has clearly posed 

herself in front of a large group of individuals at a training session that she has helped to 

coordinate. She has chosen to include the attendees of the session, perhaps because of her sense 

of collaboration in being such an integral part of the coordination of the event. She has, in 
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essence, helped to put the session on for the individuals that she has included in the picture and 

sees them as fellow collaborators in the process.  

 Frances’ descriptions of the openness of the environment and the helpfulness of new co-

workers was frequently described by other students in their blog posts. Students also described 

how they were helpful at their internship sites. Ariel, who interned at a local elementary school 

for a teacher that was very interested in videography, reflected that she was “really proud of 

myself” because she had helped her mentor a lot in class. Because of her work, “Mr. C gave me 

a lot of appreciation and a lot of thank you’s throughout my internship which really boosted my 

self-esteem because I love being helpful and I feel like I don’t have a lot of opportunities to help 

because I’m afraid of stepping up but since like I was actually helping everyday I just kept 

wanting to do more and push myself to do more!” Another student interning at a local recreation 

center stated emphatically, “I currently am not following the advice for ‘how to be an intern 

everyone remembers’ and I don’t feel like I need to. Today, I asked my mentor if she’d 

remember me for the things I did rather than me necessarily standing out. She told me that she 

would remember that I jumped right onto the phone the first day I came in.”  

In order to help their mentors, students jumped right in to accomplishing tasks, helping 

others, and working hard. In his first week selfie, John showcased his work at his internship 

with a local non-profit arts organization as part of the building team working on constructing 

aspects of a local park. John’s co-constructed selfie, titled “Fabrication” captured his work 

cutting boards to size for the project. In Blog #2 Day One Impressions, John described his 

enjoyment and his meaningful work: “I absolutely love my internship. It was a long day of hard 

work but so far it seems like I am going to be thoroughly enjoying what I am doing here at [the 

arts organization]. Today I worked on building parts for the artificial tree that is going to be 
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 Figure 19 John (1st Selfie) 

placed in the park. It was easy but tedious work with lots of drilling and fussing with metal 

wires. I am excited to see what the tree with look like when it is finally complete. Dave told me  

that tomorrow I am going to be starting production on the fence parts. That means a lot of 

cutting, sanding, and staining. I have a feeling it's going to be a very long day tomorrow.”   

Summary 

 These findings provide insights into how students collaborated during their internship 

experience. Their descriptions of collaboration support the concepts of shared intention with 

their individual sites and a willingness to enter these new environments driven by a sense of 

helpfulness and openness to the experience. Students seemed somewhat shocked at how the 

internship mentor and their new colleagues welcomed them into the environment. When Azul is 
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welcomed into the preschool site and students call her “Miss Azul” she is instantly connected to 

the space. In turn, she becomes excited to help her young charges “grow.” Within the first day, 

she shares a joint intention and joint commitment in the cooperative endeavor to help them 

grow. This is also an experience shared by Frances. Frances is welcomed into her internship and 

builds trust quickly through her ability to ask questions of her co-workers. She is engaged 

swiftly in meaningful work to assist in the coordination of an important training session for 

adult participants. Frances shares a joint intention and commitment to help the organization put 

on the best training possible. During the construction of her second selfie, one can almost 

visualize the process by which her colleagues might have helped her construct her selfie, 

possibly describing or having her describe the assignment to participants and then enlisting the 

group to pose intently for the selfie that the student snaps. The shared intention and commitment 

extend from the site to the training session, expanding the scope of collaboration. 

Students also marveled at the depth of conversations and the ability for these 

conversations to inform them about the world or about their own capabilities. Marisol defined 

these conversations with Dr. R as “amazing” while Dr. R provided a glimpse into her own 

thought processes when she confided that she was “very interest[ed]” to see what Marisol and 

her fellow students would be able to do given their unique school foundation.  

 In addition to these crucial conversations, students described how it felt to meet patients 

or shadow their mentor. The welcome received by Daniella, after only three days, underlies a 

process that allowed her to share an intention with a previously unknown space; feeling secure 

and trusting enough that, by day four, she allowed her mentor to give her a physical chiropractic 

adjustment. This trust was reciprocal as well. John, on his first day of internship, immediately 

gets to work sawing boards for an important project, a task that could be considered a liability 
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by many organizations. Yet, he is trusted to work, to share the intention of the organization in 

its efforts to rebuild a neighborhood park, and John enjoys it.  

The collaboration between students and their mentors and sites describe some sort of 

value that is being unconsciously assigned and, in turn, the collaboration leads the interns to feel 

valued in some way. It is this unconscious understanding of the value in collaborating with the 

site that is, perhaps, reflected in the student selfies. When Rachel poses herself in front of the art 

museum sign and places the badge around her neck to signify shared intention with the space, 

she has already reasoned that what she has experienced so far is valuable, enough so that she 

will commit to sharing her sense of self by identifying with the environment. Observers can see 

this commitment deepen in her second selfie as she moves metaphorically from the external to 

internal spaces of the art museum. Does this reflect the deepening of her own emotional bonds 

to the space? Manifestly, Rachel’s second selfie reflects a young woman becoming more secure 

in the environment as she draws additional collaborators into her self-reflection. 

This type of collaboration may be particularly important for adolescents because the 

experiences of being valued, of helping others, and of sharing themselves and, in turn, having 

others share themselves, not only imprints “intently” on their young brains, but is part of our 

natural human evolution to act and think cooperatively (Tomasello, 2009).   
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MEANING MAKING 

 When students enter an internship space, is it meaningful? How do students define 

internship as a meaningful experience? In order to develop understanding of an experience one 

has to find some type of meaning in the action. The world acts on an individual and the 

individual works to decipher the meaning in the action to determine the next strategy in acting 

upon the world. We are meaningful and meaning making creatures. Modell (2006) states that 

when “meaning is constructed, a transformation takes place in the brain that is experienced by 

the mind.” When students, therefore, enter an internship space, as they construct meaning of the 

new world in which they are embedded, transformation on some level occurs. These 

transformations occur as they recontextualize the actions being performed on them, drawing 

lifelines to other experiences with which they can metaphorically compare, and then determining 

how they will let the actions impact them moving forward.  

We are always altered in some way by our experiences. Human beings actively construct 

meaning, which is much different than the processing of information (Bruner, 1990). There is no 

input > output mechanism, but a multi-level, relationship-driven, complexly metaphoric process 

that guides the interpretation of our experiences, allowing us to feel the world in different ways. 

You and I might experience a warm San Diego evening on the Coronado shores in terms of the 

feeling of the wind on our skin or the sound of the ocean in the distance. However, I might draw 

comparisons to my childhood sitting on the soft sand surrounded by family around a fire pit 

roasting marshmallows and playing music, while you might draw a comparison to a similar 

experience that you had on the shores of Hawaii as you and a loved one drank wine and talked of 

the future. Each of us experiences the same event in unique ways, drawing from the vast and 

diverse collection of experiences that make up the stories of our lives.  



128 
 

  Students entering the internship space experienced a world acting upon them and, in 

turn, began acting on the world. Their transformations, from the simple to the complex, were 

captured through their interviews, selfies, and blog posts. These three points of data described 

the recontextualization process by which students drew comparisons from their new world to the 

world they had briefly left behind, as well as how they found meaning in the activities and 

actions of their four-week internship experience. This recontextualization process was the way 

that students derived meaning through metaphoric comparison (meaning-making) as the world 

acted upon them and how they made sense of this action. The way that students found meaning 

was focused on the how or why which helped them determine whether the experience was 

meaningful, resulting in an action upon the world by generating new perceptions.  

Meaning-Making 

 Students were encouraged to draw comparisons with the work they had been doing in the 

school context with their lived experiences in the context of internship, as prompted in their 

blogs. Students related understandings gleaned from the activities at internship, recontextualizing 

them, and drawing comparisons with activities they recollected from school. Tom who worked at 

a local recreation center stated in his week two blog post, “Even though I have only been 

interning for two weeks, I have implemented a lot of [my school’s] taught lessons at my 

internships. When I need help from any of my colleagues, I always ask. If I have questions, I'll 

ask my mentor as she is quite intelligent in the field of recreation and the rest of my coworkers 

all specialize in something as well.” Knowing how an openness for asking questions at school 

may have elicited help from peers or teachers, Tom used these same strategies to ask questions 

for help in the internship environment.  
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 Frances also indicated in her blog how she “felt comfortable enough to talk to different 

professionals on the phone because I have had experience doing it through the school.” She felt 

“well prepared” for the real world because she had had practice speaking to individuals in 

organizations that she had interfaced with as part of student projects. She took a possibly benign 

assignment given within the school context to call a professional in an organization, 

recontextualized the meaning, and applied it to the internship space where she was required to 

make calls in order to coordinate the training session for which she was responsible. Within his 

blog post, Vince also described skills at being able to talk to different people during his 

internship at a local animal care facility stating, “I think the school has prepared me for this 

internship because now I have the skills to be able to talk with different people and ask them 

questions without feeling like I am annoying (even though I probably am).” He differed in his 

comparison on some points between the flow of school and of his internship, reflecting that “this 

internship is totally different than our school because here it is fast paced working and everyone 

is always doing different tasks and projects. At the school we do the same just not as fast paced 

and the time is structured, even though [our school] is a project based school.” 

 Other students made comparisons with their internship environment in terms of the 

collaborative work spaces which required them to work with others. Megan, who was hired for 

internship by an architecture firm, reflected in one blog post that “Of all the projects I have 

looked through, there was not one project where someone did it all by themselves. Like [our 

school], group work is very important. You not only need to be able to work with your 

colleagues at [the architecture firm], but you also need to be able to work with anyone else who 

is assigned to the project.” Her simple observations through her retelling, describe a rich 

metaphoric comparison between the way group work was accomplished at school and the way 
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projects were completed by a group of colleagues. In order to accomplish this recontextualize, 

Megan would have had to attribute some sort of meaning to the experience of group work in 

school and separate those qualities that were meaningful. This might have been the types of 

discussions, the process of working together and how that made her feel, or even failures in 

communication. Upon experiencing the new internship environment, she began to recognize 

similar domains and mapped these domains to her previous experiences. Only after she did this 

could she recontextualize the experience and metaphorically compare the difference between the 

two. In doing the comparison, she derived meaning and gave a valuation to the importance of the 

work that she was doing in the present with the work she had done in the past. The beauty of the 

recontextualization process is that Megan may have thought little or not at all about the 

experience she had working in groups at her school until the similar experience at the 

architecture firm prompted her metaphoric mind to begin recognizing the similarities. 

 Recognizing these similarities was a little intimidating for Rachel upon her blog post 

reflection: “It's been rather frightening how much I see themes of school reflected in my 

internship. The [Museuem] staff, or at least those in the Education department, are focused on 

reflection just as much as the staff of [our school] are. When working on making ThoughtLAB 

(the La Jolla location has a room called the ThoughtLAB that overlooks the sculpture garden) 

cards I found that many cards for past exhibitions were very similar to prompts I might receive 

for a Socratic seminar. And mine ended up being the same way.” Rachel thought “that a lot of 

the work I've done at school has given me a base for the work that I'm doing at my internship.” 

The importance of having a base of learning that could be applied to the real world was 

discussed by Marissa in her description of working at her internship at a local non-profit media 

center. She wrote in her blog that her school “has probably taught me one of the most important 
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skills when it comes to being in the business world. I feel like I have a good grasp on how to be 

professional in my work space.” She reflected the skills of a professional “came into play” 

during her internship but “loved how I could still be myself.” Because of the comfortability of 

the internship environment, she was able to come out of her shell and be more of an outgoing 

person than she was at school. Her sense of being able to be a “natural” professional, without 

having to conform to something completely different, allowed her to express an individuality that 

she may not have felt comfortable with expressing in her school environment.  

The school environment was not the only comparison made by students as they worked to 

make sense of their internship environment. In his first interview session, Gregory discussed how 

one of his internship tasks at the service support center for a university laboratory was to develop 

a manual for new employees. His used his experience from his hobby managing a gaming 

community of “a couple of thousand members” to make an official looking guide: “It was a déjà 

vu a little bit, but it was cool because it was a completely different topic. I could still, I knew 

how to structure it. I even did research online of different operating procedure manuals and how 

those were formatted as well.” Gregory reflected that he “took my own experiences and then also 

what other people online were saying” in order to create a draft he could give to his mentor.  

Like his construction of the new employee manual, Gregory constructed or made 

meaning from his internship experience by recontextualizing the experience of building a gaming 

manual and applying it to his new endeavor. One of the most profound ways that students made 

meaning of their internships can be seen in their deliberately constructed selfie photographs. 

These selfies represent a diverse array of experiences with young people. Many included pictures 

of themselves with collaborators or were intentionally co-constructed, while others placed 

themselves within the new context as they derived meaning from the experience.    
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Figure 20 Internship Selfies: keywords starting from top left to right: Immersed, Anticipation, 
Knowledge, Culture, Work, Satisfied, Obsessed  
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The act of creating a selfie for the first and fourth week assignments is, in fact, a 

meaning-making endeavor. Students are tasked to take a selfie of themselves at internship and 

provide a keyword. This process not only allowed them to creatively define what they wanted to 

convey to others about internship and about themselves in the internship space, but it also 

projected an intent to share their experiences with others. This intent was seen through their 

gazes, their stances, pulling in props and staging the selfie for greater understanding, and asking 

for co-collaborators to help them in their selfie’s creation. Like the images on a cave wall, the 

selfie images constructed by students can be seen as a form of “metaphoric gesture” that expands 

the limitations of language and text, allowing for the visceral expressions, feelings, and 

sensations of the experiences to be transferred to others when viewed (Donald, 1991).   

Meaningful 

 As students worked to craft meaning of the day-to-day experience, their discussions of 

how the internship was meaningful to them was poignant and revealing. Students found their 

internships meaningful in a variety of ways based on their own personal histories and contexts. 

For many, the meaningfulness of the experience resulted in some type of change or 

understanding about themselves and others. David, who had interned at a local recreation center, 

reflected about seeing other students changing when they came back from the internship. 

Through his recollections, captured in his extended interview, he described the impact of seeing 

students who had somehow been transformed by the experience, “We come back, and I’m not 

even joking, everyone is different. We’re not like children anymore. That’s how I personally felt. 

Nobody was making snarky comments to the teachers…everyone was really respectful, 

and…they had this radiance about them. Like, ‘who is this person that just walked into my 

classroom?’” He described seeing his classmates work and hearing their stories in one word, 
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“wow!” When asked if he could recollect one particular person that he felt was different after 

returning from internship, he spoke of a relative who he had previously considered shy that 

began contributing in the classroom: 

He was a shy person, kept everything in, didn't really talk out or anything. He came back, 

and he started contributing in the classroom. I was like, ‘What the heck is happening? 

What happened in internship that changed you?’ It was, honestly, so bazaar to see, 

because I've known...we've been in the same school since kindergarten, and he's never, 

never, I've seen, spoken out, the way he did, with such context and without even being 

forced to say.... Like, ‘Oh. Can you please tell us what's going on in class?’ He just raised 

his hand and spoke out, which was so bazaar. Fifteen years that I've been with him, 

nothing out of his mouth to the teacher.  

These changes were also reflected in their blogs. Some students described how the experience 

would alter the direction of their life. Barbara, a young intern at a local community resource 

center, reflected that the internship provided her with an insight to internal passions that would 

drive meaningful work in the future, “I think that my internship influence the direction of my life 

because your experiencing what its like to work and see if its something that you would like to 

do. Internship gives you the opportunity to experience if this is something you want to do in life 

if its something your are truly passionate about and makes you feel like you are doing something 

meaningful in your life.” Rita, interning at a local non-profit which focused on social justice 

issues, reflected on how the experience filled a need to do something more authentic, “If I had to 

describe my internship experience in one word, it would be meaningful. For a long time, I had 

been wanting to feel like the work that I was doing was helping me grow as a human being, and 
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this internship did just that. It helped me realize things about myself and about my 

surroundings.” 

 Work surroundings were a very important aspect of how Mark found the experience 

meaningful. For him, developing an understanding of the physical settings in which he would 

want to have in the future was valuable. Interning at a local animal shelter, he reflected that “I 

don't know what I want to be in life, but for a job I don't want to be at a desk all day. I want a job 

that I move around alot. Right now at my internship I sit at a desk most of the day and I don't 

really like being there at the desk. I like the days when I'm outside help cleaning up the shelter 

and walking dogs. Maybe I would like siting at a desk if it has meaning, like it's going to help 

someone, but it need to be really imported. I would like my job to be 70% moving around and 

30% sitting at a desk. Probably I would like a desk job when I'm older.” His last reflection is 

thought provoking. Does he mean that when you are older you value things differently or that it 

is easier to settle for something that you may not like?  

 This concept of settling for something was interestingly described by some students in 

terms of the conversations they had had with their mentor that they valued as meaningful.  In her 

internship at a local elementary school, Gerry described a conversation that she had had with her 

mentor during her mentor interview. For many students, the mentor interview blog post was 

formatted like a question and answer, with no significant interpretation by the student. Some 

students reflected more on the words that their mentors imparted, finding meaning and value in 

them. Upon asking her mentor whether there was something that “he wished he realized about 

the world of work when he was my age,” he responded to focus on something you love: 

He took a minute to think about this one but had a great answer. He wished that he 

listened when people told him to do something he loves, something that would be fun 
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everyday and not to worry about the money because money won't matter at the end of the 

day if you aren't enjoying what you're doing. He said that teaching wasn't his first career 

but he did love being a youth director. There were many side jobs along the way through 

college that he did not enjoy because he had to wash dirty dishes for the next six hours 

and things like that. He said that getting a degree, what major to choose and how you're 

going to use it is really important. Your degree should lead you something to what you 

love. His first degree was business management and all he thought about was money but 

he didn't like it at all. All the business management things he tried was all ‘yuck.’ Your 

work needs to be fun, meaningful and helpful. His two diamonds are do something fun 

and helpful and money won't matter. He says that every living relative he has are teachers 

and said that he was the rebel and didn't wanna be a teacher and he got other degrees and 

jobs and after not enjoying his career his brother called from California informing him of 

getting teaching credentials and he eventually found his way. He just thinks you should 

focus on something you love.  

This blog excerpt, taken within the context of 42 pages of blog narrative with 42 pictures 

reflecting students and hands-on learning in her internship space, described her deliberation in 

the first two weeks on whether she would want to work as a teacher, with her final blog posts 

reflecting on the possibilities of being a teacher. Her blog was filled with rich narrative 

descriptions about the projects that she was tasked with, how she collaborated with the students 

and her mentor, Mr. C., and the execution of her internship project which was to help her mentor 

construct teaching videos. The entirety of her blog posts reflect a deeply thoughtful young  
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Figure 21 Gerry Photo Essay 

woman hoping to use the internship experience as a vehicle for understanding how she could 

take a meaningful place in the world that she would be soon entering. 

 It is within these lengthy blog posts where a sense of meaning developed over time 

throughout the four-week period. A sense of purpose and of a life beyond seemed to be in the 

minds and hearts of the students as they reflected on the experience. There was also an unspoken 

and unclaimed reality that the active pursuit of meaning and purpose was hoped for among the 

lives of these teens, while at the same time being denied because of their age. Edith, a student 

intern at a local skin care office, was one of the few students to expressly state this. She 

reflected, “My view of life beyond high school became more realistic. It's so weird like if you 

think about it, we spend about the first 17 years of our life being told we're not old enough to do 

anything and then suddenly we have to choose what we're going to do with the rest of our lives.”   
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 It is finding of a sense of purpose and value that made the internship experience 

meaningful, particularly for those students interviewed 9-10 months after their internship 

experience had concluded and following a summer interlude. Stephanie, who had interned at a 

tennis camp and had hoped to form a strong relationship with her mentor, described how she, 

ultimately, found a forward momentum:  

I did need to see your life can go in so many different ways. It all came together…I admit 

that everything that I did wasn’t always the most interesting at my internship. How it will 

always be, school is no different. Not everyday, not everything you do will be the most 

exciting, going back to what I said about not knowing as far as what or where your life 

will go. At the time, when I was a junior, I joined CrossFit, that was when I took action. I 

was proactive about something. Doing that, I got a lot out of it. Having that experience 

and then going off into a non-school setting, some place outside in the real world for a 

change…I was able to see, you don’t know where your life is going but as long as you do 

something to head in some direction, then for the most part, you can feel more secure in 

that. You don’t know that, just because you want these things will work out, but at least 

because you want it, you can work towards that and you can have the security knowing 

that your life is heading in that direction. 

The experience was meaningful to Stephanie because she found that it was in these little actions, 

little differences in life movements that built up an understanding of life. She thought that the 

internship experience helped her “learn how to exist in the world.” This existence, she realized is 

at once solitary and communal, “I was alone on my internship. I may not be very familiar with 

people now but that’s how life will always be. You’re always going to have yourself. The truest 

definition of the word alone, being by oneself, that’s how you are always going to be. That’s 



139 
 

what it taught me…To come to that realization when you are 16, 17, 18 years old, that’s 

profound because you will ultimately always be alone but it’s how you connect in the world.” 

The meaningful experience of internship fostered a change in perspective for Stephanie. 

Similarly, Marisol also described, in her extended interview, that interning at the university lab 

where she had had impactful conversations with her mentor and learned more about her 

capabilities, was very valuable. After being asked in her second interview to describe the selfies 

taken in the first and fourth week of internship, Marisol stated: 

When I started I didn’t have the perspective of myself that I do now. I think I grew a lot 

in my own perspective and understanding of my own capabilities. When I see that 

picture, I see myself as someone who didn’t even know what she was capable of. I still 

don’t know what I’m capable of until I go and do it. But it’s like a very distinct moment 

where I feel like I was very naïve in how I perceived myself…I think just looking back at 

it and thinking to myself, I did that. That was me. I don’t really have a lot of people to 

point to say, ‘Oh, they did most of the work.’ It was all me.” 

Summary 

 The act of meaning making and the process that occurs as an individual determines that 

something is a meaningful is a liminal process (experience=meaning=learning). Students 

experienced the world around them, entered the chaotic liminal space where they worked to 

make sense of what they were experiencing and then were changed in some way. These changes 

could have been profound, such as Marisol’s perspective on her capabilities, or subtle as Vince 

realizes that the world is more fast-paced than school. The important aspect of these findings 

were that they represented a glimpse into how the experience of internship was felt, seen, and 

heard by students based on their own sense of self, contexts, and histories.  
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 The three points of data captured an overall sense of how students found meaning in their 

internship experience. Through their blog posts, they described a sense of meaning over the four-

week period. Through their interviews, these descriptions seemed richer, perhaps because of the 

length of time between the internship experience and the interview. They had had an entire 

summer to let the experience sink in, lived with how the experience may or may not have 

changed them and their peers, acted upon the world differently (particularly with family), and 

came back to school as seniors ready to fill out college applications and begin thinking about 

what was next. Through their selfies, they constructed and co-constructed their voice without 

voice. Their images conveyed messages of hope, of anticipation, of immersion, of fatigue. They 

revealed their work with others, their confidence, and their sense of humor. Most of all, they 

describe a gift of self, insights to the world of the emerging adult working feverishly to find a 

sense of meaning and purpose in the world. They are the beautiful work of a meaningful human. 
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PROBLEM SOLVING 

 How do students problem solve during internship? What are the ways in which they solve 

problems and what are the types of problems that they solve? The Mozilla 21st century skill 

competency grid (Appendix H) also describes problem solving as a necessary skill to have. 

Specifically, they identify problem solving as “using research, analysis, rapid prototyping, and 

feedback to formulate a problem and develop, test, and refine the solution/plan.” One of their 

competencies is to “identify and define a specific problem.” But, what do you do when you do 

not know that there is a problem or when you are confronted by what Brown (2008) defines as a 

“wicked problem”. What if you do not even know what a wicked problem is? 

 Problem solving is not a human-centered design challenge that can be neatly wrapped up 

in a pretty bow and scaffolded for maximum output. I hypothesize that problem solving (the 

verb) is learning itself and problem solving (the noun) is the incubative liminal space in which 

everything goes to chaos before order is achieved. Rogoff (1990) believes that problem solving 

“emphasizes the active nature of thinking” (p. 9). In her descriptions of the guided facilitation of 

learning through valuing a human’s innate directive to problem solve, she redefines the act, or 

maybe it is the art, of problem solving stating that, “a problem solving approach places primacy 

on people’s attempts to negotiate the stream of life, to work around or to transform problems that 

emerge on the route to attaining the diverse goals of life” (p. 9). Problem solving is an emotional 

process. How could it not be? It is an emotional process to deconstruct, enter the void, and claw 

your way out of the “betwixt and between.” 

 The three points of data, interviews, selfies, and blog posts all described students’ 

endeavors as they sought to navigate their “streams of life” during their internship period. They 

provided insight to the types of problems solved during their time in internship, as well as stories 

of how they overcame obstacles and found solutions. The most powerful insight into how 
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students’ problem solved, however, can be seen through the construction of their selfies. These 

selfies showcased how students, upon leaving the safety and security of school, of friends, and 

perhaps even of family, reconstituted an identity that had been instantly fractured on the first day 

of internship. How would they attempt to solve that problem?  

The Selfies: The Art of Attachment 

 Many of us have had the experience that we literally call “sink or swim.” Some of us may 

have actually been thrown out into water, not knowing how to swim and trying to learn quickly. 

Others may have had to figure out a solution to avoid debt or even the grave. Now imagine you 

are a 16- or 17-year-old that has spent the majority of your waking life at school. You arrive at 

school at 7:30 or 8:00 a.m. and you stay until 3:00 or 4:00 p.m. The rhythm of your day is guided 

by a bell, or by the shouting of an adult, as you shuffle between classes that prescribe where and 

how you sit, and what subject you will learn. For most, the identity of an adolescent is as student. 

 But what happens when this identity is disrupted. When the student becomes placed in a 

situation that has, up to that point, been off limits. What would the individual do to preserve its 

fractured identity? It has to attach. It has to move itself from a place of insecurity to security, 

from unsupported to supported, from a place of being unsafe to a place of safety. As you struggle 

in the water, your only directive is to get to the darn shore or to attach to something in the water 

(a life preserver, a floating stump, it doesn’t matter), anything that will help you feel safe again.  

 Students that enter the internship space are, at once, thrown into the liminal space, as 

described by Van Gennep (1960/1909) and Turner (1969). They are ambiguous beings that are 

no longer students, yet not adults. They are not daughters or sons, athletes or brains, emerging 

artists or scientists. They are unknown. This sense of the unknown may lead them to feel nervous 
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or anxious about the space and, in order to move past this, they must find some way to attach to 

the environment. They must solve a great problem. They must, proverbially, change or die.  

 Students solved this problem by attaching to their new environments. Within four days, 

the majority of students constructed their first selfie by identifying their fractured self with their 

new environment-commandeering artifacts of the site, clinging to others, and appropriating the 

look and unspoken language of the intern. Their selfies tell an incredible story of how students 

created a work-around, a hack, to negotiating the liminal space. Not only do the selfies show 

what I have defined as “liminal attachment” (a psychological process in which an individual or 

group navigates an ambiguous and disruptive space by creating a contextual anchor), they have 

provided us with a visual representation of their thinking on how they solved the problem. Their 

solution – to recontextualize themselves in a social context. Those selfies that do not depict a 

social context, like Anna’s shown previously, stand out as outliers to the majority of selfies that, 

in spite of being called a self-portrait, included the artifacts or people that comprise their new 

societies.  

 In Figure 22, Alex has placed himself squarely in the middle of a detailed landscape. He 

constructs his new identity as a volunteer for the YMCA. He positions himself behind the desk, 

perhaps describing himself as a knowledge bearer. There are artifacts of his recontextualized self 

on the table in front of him.  He chooses to hold one of these artifacts in his hand as he stares 

intently at the camera, held by a co-constructor. He also wears a pair of glasses that appears to be 

similar to the ones lying on the table to be given as free gifts. Alex has created a new identity as 

a volunteer within four days of being in a new environment. The keyword that he labels this 

photograph, “Exhibition”, clearly connotes that he, as a representative of his new organization, is 

participating in an event.  
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Figure 22 Exhibition! 
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Figure 23 Discovering 

 In Figure 23, Jackie and her mentor share the space of a selfie taken by a camera that she 

seems to hold in her right hand. They are in an office space, as denoted by the board on the wall 

to the right of the image which appears to have California labor board directives posted on it. 

Both are sharing the intention of the space, with her mentor slightly leaning on the chair behind 

her. Jackie may be sitting at a desk, as the depth of the room, the chair back behind her, and the 

position of the books on the wall seem to indicate. Within four days from starting her internship, 

Jackie feels comfortable having her mentor, a pastor at a local church where she is interning, 

share the space behind her. She not only projects herself as an intern in an office space, but she 

now connects to a new context with new people. 
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Figure 24 Adjusting 

 Eleanor’s selfie, shown above in Figure 24, may represent that she is still in the process 

of recontextualizing herself in terms of her new identity as an intern. Her choice of keyword, 

“Adjusting,” and lack of any contextual anchors, may describe a process of internal anchoring 

rather than external anchoring. Although different than the other selfies, it may not be 

appropriate to consider this an outlier, as her affect still presents a sense of self in the placement.  
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Figure 25 Licenciado 

 In his first selfie picture, Geraldo places himself squarely in front of a computer screen, 

sitting at a desk. He holds the camera in his left hand. The desk is located in an office setting for 

which he is dressed appropriately. Geraldo names this picture “Licenciado” or Spanish for 

“graduate.” During his first week, he carefully crafts his selfie to showcase how he has graduated 

from one context to another. In his “First Impressions” blog post, Geraldo describes a level of 

comfortability with the setting because of the positive environment and meaningful work, “My 

first impressions about my workplace are very positive. From the very first hour, we were doing 

work that was meaningful and relevant to the work they actually do…I also really like my new 

colleagues. On my first day, they were more than willing to answer any and all questions that I 

had for them (and there were quite a few), and were incredibly helpful in offering me advice and 

feedback on the work I was doing.”  
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INTERNSHIP SPACE 

 For high school students, leaving school for the first time to head out into the real world 

often happens only at graduation. Few students have the ability to leave the classroom for an 

extended period while still having some level of security and attachment to a safe space with 

known mentors and friends. Students in the four-week internship program studied were unique in 

that they were, not only able to leave classroom learning for experiential learning environments, 

but they were assisted by their teachers prior to their departure through a scaffolded process that 

provided a context for the learning – a context that encouraged reflection, deeper understandings, 

and kindled new thoughts and ideas about the world in which they were to be immersed. 

 How did they define the internship space once they were there? What did it look like, feel 

like, sound like? The definitions of the internship space can be found in the three points of data 

collected for the research study: blogs, interviews, and selfies. They provide a narrative for how 

students interpreted the space that they called their internship. Although there were 

commonalities shared by students, it is important that they not be reduced to common themes 

for, by looking at them as reflections of each student’s individual perceptions of internship, a 

richer understanding can be gleaned. For clarity, however, I have sorted them into two common 

experiences, the days leading up to internship (expectations) and the internship space 

(experiences), using a somewhat humorous tone in describing the content by heading. 

What Have I Gotten Myself Into 

 As the lead up to the formal launch of internship occurred, some students were required 

to write pre-blogs to capture their impressions of what they hoped or thought internship would 

be. Students largely defined the, as yet, unknown internship space in terms of their expectations 

regarding the experience on which they were to embark having had time to develop a general 

understanding of his or her internship placement (e.g., number of weeks, mentor name and 
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address, general scope of the organization, etc.). Students were interested in building skills that 

had been the subject of focus of their scaffolded preparation such as time management, patience, 

organization, the ability to overcome uncomfortable situations, work ethic, communication skills, 

empathy and understanding others’ perspectives, earning trust, and creating relationships. On 

time management, writing about her expectations interning at a photographic arts-focused non-

profit, Jenny posted, “of course, they aren’t expecting us to have 4 hour breaks, so we are forced 

to have some sense of time management,” while another student, Amy, who was interning at a 

local elementary school and hoped to become an RN posted, “many skills [are] needed to 

become one, such as working with people and knowing how to communicate, being organized, 

and managing time well.” On facing uncomfortable situations, Jenny also wrote, “I am also 

excited about myself and how I will face situations that I am not uncomfortable with.” 

 Students also posted that they were approaching the internship experience to learn more 

about a specific career. Anna, who interned at a local institute for oceanography research stated 

that she was “excited to see if oceanography is something I want to pursue in the future,” while 

Jeremy, who had received a coveted internship at an elite engineering firm stated, “This is going 

to serve [as] an amazing opportunity for me to experience what a true engineer does, persuading 

me whether or not it is for me.” Other students, however, were just interested in the experience 

of internship. As one student posted, “Through the experience, I think I will learn new ways to 

cooperate with people and understand children more.” Another student approached her internship 

opportunity very purposefully stating, “My main goal is to learn as much as I can from this 

experience so that I can use what I’ve learned in a future job.”  

 In the first pre-internship blog posts written in late March or April prior to the mid-May 

start date, students spoke to a general expectation of learning new skills and new knowledge. In 
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this regard, Jessica’s post of her pre-internship thinking provides a good description of how some 

students approached this blog post in terms of what they wanted to gain from the experience 

stating: 

I hope to gain a new sense of what it’s like to have a job in a real world environment. I 

want to learn what it’s like to work with people I don’t normally work with. I hope to 

gain skills that I can apply in future experiences, like in college and career. I would like 

to learn more about being organized. I know that this is a great skill to have that will 

definitely benefit me in the future. I would also like to improve on my time management 

skills. I know it is very important to have a schedule and stick to it. 

  Students also spoke of the internship space in terms of the tasks that they assumed they would 

do and hopes for having something to offer their internship site. One student posted, “I have the 

idea that I’ll get started off with little errands such as food and learning the ropes but then get 

given the opportunity to really interact and make a difference with the community inside the 

YMCA.” Interning at a local elementary school, one student described what he thought he would 

be doing at his internship stating, “I will be doing whatever they tell me to do…that’s what I 

think I am going to be doing.” Students indicated that they wanted to “apply learning” acquired 

in school to the workplace, hoped to provide their “capability”, and do “meaningful” work or 

“make a difference” in their internship or with others. There was a general excitement for 

making a daily contribution to the work of the organization. Heading off to an internship at a 

local assemblyperson’s office, Beatrice stated, “I’m not exactly sure what my mentor will have 

me doing on the daily…I know that I will be doing meaningful work which I am very excited 

about.”  
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The excitement and nervousness of starting the unknown experience of internship, as 

posted on their blogs prior to the start of the first day, described a sense of both internal and 

external expectations. Nervous about meeting new people at her internship at a local natural 

history museum, Diana stated, “I’m nervous about the pace of the work because I tend to take 

time to do things and I’m nervous about how strict my mentor’s expectations will be.” Her 

nervousness about meeting and communicating with new people was shared by Janell who 

would be starting an internship at a local elementary school: 

What I am nervous about is meeting my mentor because I am not used to communicating 

with other people. Also I am wondering if staff, students, and her (mentor) [are] nice or 

mean because theirs sometimes [people] at school who can be a little rude. Also nervous 

if I will do something wrong or miss something that I am not supposed to do. Also I am 

worried because I hear from my teachers and others say ‘if this happen when you finished 

your work and don’t have anything to do, and you ask your mentor if you need 

anything…but they say “no” just follow them until they give you work.’ But [isn’t it] 

rude to follow them all the time and also they might get annoyed from being followed? 

Students also expressed concerns about not having the ability to accomplish the tasks that they 

would be required to do. Destiny was worried about breaking equipment at her laboratory 

internship because of the cost that might be incurred by her family, “I’m very nervous about 

accidentally breaking lab equipment or some other similar scenario because I [k]now that if I 

mess up than it’s not just my internship at risk but also my family having to pay for damages.” 

Jessica also expressed nervousness at making mistakes and not being able to complete her tasks 

at a local recreation center but was determined to make sure she did all she could to succeed, “I 

am nervous about starting my internship because I have never worked anywhere before and I 
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don't know what to expect or the tasks I will be assigned to complete. I am worried about making 

a mistake but I will make sure to try my best and I'll put all of my effort into my work.” 

The idea of working outside of school at a place they had never been before was also 

worrisome to some students. Jackson, whose internship took place at a local community 

college’s program for young entrepreneurs stated, “The main thing that I am nervous about is 

working outside of school and only being able to depend on myself.” This worry, however, did 

not stop them from entering the space and learning more about the real world and themselves in 

the process. 

Toto, We’re Not in Kansas Anymore 

 On student blogs posted either on the start day of internship or the subsequent day, 

students posted about their first day experience as an intern, often changing the given title “First 

Impressions” to other descriptive titles reflecting their feelings such as “First Nail-biting Day”, 

“Day One”, “First Timer”, “First Impressions are Everything”, “What Is My First Day Like”, 

and “First Day”. Students described the first day of internship and the internship space in terms 

of the individuals who made them feel welcomed. One student spoke to the attitude of the 

individuals she met, “…what strikes me the most about my colleagues is their attitude. It is so 

positive and great, I’ve felt so welcome since my first day and I honestly feel very comfortable in 

this environment.” Connor, who was interning at a local law firm, mentioned how the workplace 

felt like home, “…as soon as I got there I felt welcomed and comfortable to respond to the 

questions in a[n] honest way. I felt as if I was at home and I’ve known the workers.” The way 

that staff embraced interns was also a frequent theme, setting the tone for the experience to 

follow, as was the case with Jasmine who was interning at the Olympic Training Center:  
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Today as I started my internship I realized that my workplace is a fun and comfortable 

environment. My colleagues are all so welcoming and made my first day a lot easier. The 

tasks that they have me complete vary throughout the day. I’m so excited for this month, 

for all the future experiences and memories that will come from this internship. 

Often the first week of internship exceeded intern expectations, as Beatrice described, “The first 

week on the job was an eye opener and definitely made me come out of my comfort 

zone...Coming from a high school environment I am used to someone giving me specific detail 

on what needs to get done by when and how...at my internship there is a brief description as if I 

am familiar with the work already.” Many students were surprised at the type of work that they 

received and the responsibility given to them from the very beginning of their internship. In her 

interview, Ashley described the first day of work at a laboratory, anticipating that she would 

have to learn the ropes before being allowed to do anything, “…That first day I was like, wow 

this is so cool. They just showed me the cells and she let me do some dish turning but of course I 

didn’t get under the hood or anything like that. Wait, I did get under the hood on the first 

day…yeah, they let me filter phosphate buffered saline and distilled water. Basically, I just put 

those things into a 0.2 microliter filter so they just filtered through some extra debris or anything 

and then I put them in the fridge so they can be used for later…I was like, ‘are you sure I’m 

allowed to do this’ and he’s like ‘yeah, she showed you how right?’ I was like, ‘yeah, but I didn’t 

do it’. He was like “well, here’s the stuff, go.’” 

 During the first weeks of their internship experience, students were given different tasks 

that left them feeling drained and physically tired. This can be seen in Ellis’ selfie photograph. 
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Figure 26 Ellis (1st Selfie) 

His selfie, titled “Exhausted” clearly captures a level of fatigue that was often anecdotally 

described by parents as their students came home after their first few days of internship. This 

selfie showcases the mental and physical exertion of the first week of Ellis’ internship. In his 

fourth blog, he described the experience in a stream of consciousness style that is presented in its 

entirety for maximum understanding of the thought process behind is crafting of his self-portrait: 

Before I took this I was delivering supplies to different grade level teachers and it was all 

going well until I went to third grade which had the most assigned to them so I packed it 

up on the cart and headed over there and let me tell you this room was the furthest room 

and felt like I had to travel through the longest desert in the world with the tallest most 

unbalanced tower because remember I was using a cart and a small one at that. so I get 

there with relief and start unpacking. While I’m waking in the room to find a place to put 
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it down the teacher starts asking me why I am dropping it off at her room and she doesn’t 

want it so I tell her I was just assigned to do it so she let me and I left. Once I’m halfway 

back to my room she sends this cute little kid to come after me and he says “my teacher 

wants you”…so I head over with anticipation of having to move it again. Once I’m in she 

calls someone and says you take it or something in that general idea so I begin to pick up 

box by box and the teacher begins to make comments so I don’t get frustrated: she says 

“See kids if you stop eating cookies you can look like him” and this kid said or we can 

look like Captain America. So as I’m leaving the teachers says everybody say thank you 

to Captain America and all together in sync and I’m not going to lie I blushed a little 

because I am a Marvel hero fan then I left with a little 3rd grade girl who led me to the 

next class with a teacher who had no idea I was coming but took it anyways and saved 

my life. 

Juxtaposed with his second selfie, titled “Accomplished”, he looks like a different person.  

During the second week of internship at a local elementary school, his mentor had given him a 

very significant job – to render a CAD drawing of the new library space and to develop the 

school’s mascot logo. In his second blog, his change in presentation and affect also translates to 

how his blog post was written, “Hello and good day everyone. I have exciting news. This 

morning I was asked to talk with Mrs. A because I am kinda taking the lead for our big 

Library/Tech Room project so I went over. When I got there she asked me about the Viking 

design I have been working on the past two days and she loved so she asked me to make a new 

one that would fit better for primary grades and she will actually use my final design for the next 

year and make shirts for the kids here at V**** S***** and also make staff Polos with my 

design on them!!!” There is a warm feeling of satisfaction with his work as reflected in his selfie. 
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Figure 27 Ellis (2nd Selfie) 

He has literally designed his internship space as he has designed the CAD drawing pictured 

above. Despite his rocky start, he defined the space as one in which he felt “accomplished”. 

 This sense of accomplishment was also shared by Azul during her work at the therapeutic 

preschool. When asked during her interview session what she felt she got most out of the 

experience, she stated, “I feel like taking initiative on different things like different roles. I feel I 

really did grow as a person and as a learner during those four weeks. I feel an entirely, I know 

this might sound weird, but like an entirely new person even though I only built on a few skills 

which is pretty cool. I feel different after my internship like wow. I felt like a mini adult like, 

‘Wow, I learned all this stuff.’ You don’t realize how much you actually learn until you’re at the 

end of it and you look back on it. You’re like ‘Wow.’” Azul’s sentiments represent how students 

recognized that they were somehow different than they were before the internship started. This 
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was a frequent way in which they described the internship space, recognizing that it had 

somehow been a defining point in their lives. 

Summary    

Something happened that made students different in the internship space. Students 

described the moments leading up to the first day of internship, described the welcoming 

environment, and described how they were made to feel accepted and treated like an adult. They 

hoped to put their best foot forward and worried about causing shame to themselves or their 

families. For Destiny interning at the lab, the idea of breaking lab equipment was a very real 

anxiety. As a student on free and reduced lunch being raised by her aunt and father after her 

mother’s death, breaking something at internship would have been an incredible burden for her 

family and it was not something that she considered lightly when writing in her blog.  

They were excited as the internship experience began to unfold before their eyes. 

Beatrice was amazed that she was able to do real work the first day, even having forgotten that 

she had been allowed to work under the hood as she recalled her experience during interview. 

Perhaps it was because the days blended together and many of the students often recounted that 

they could not believe how fast the four weeks had gone. Some did not want to return to school, 

while others couldn’t wait to return to share their stories with their friends and teachers.  

The stories students shared through their blogs, interviews, and selfies are vast and 

diverse and would fill the pages of a book on internship for anyone wanting to read one. They 

tell tales like Ellis’ of doing hard work while blushing because he was called “Captain America”. 

Other stories described putting on meetings, going to lunch with mentors, feeling the 

misogynistic glare of a citizen angry at the mayor, and being hugged by children. Perhaps their 

most poignant retellings were how they described how the internship space acted upon them, 
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changing them, making them different in some way. Stephanie, despite being disappointed by 

not having a strong mentor, stated that her internship helped her develop “an appreciation for a 

transient heart” that would help her to focus “on the current moment. Enjoying moments that 

may not necessarily lead to something greater.” Often, stories seemed to leave out specific 

details of those events that led to a change, leading the reader to wonder how did it happen, how 

did they become different than they were before? These are the untold stories of internship… “I 

want to find a job where I actually look forward to coming in to work. I want to leave a good 

example for my kids so one day they can show off my legacy to other people… I want to 

experience life to the fullest and die with no regrets.” 
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH 

DISCUSSION 

 We are all in the process of exploring and making sense of the world around us. We grow 

up, are nurtured by our parents and other caregivers and then, at the age of five or six, we enter 

school. This school is a different environment. It is artificial in nature, if you really think about 

it. You leave your family for six hours to socially engage with others that are not part of your 

tribe. In this environment, you sit at a desk listening to a teacher in his or her effort to impart 

knowledge in accordance with specific requirements set forth by a given body of curriculum 

experts for any given state or government body. If you complete these requirements, over the 

course of 13 years you graduate from school and move on to life. During your time there, you 

develop a sort of circadian rhythm that is situated around notions of school. You have specific 

periods of recess, you eat at specific times, you congregate for meetings with your classmates. 

You are released from school for periods of rest that traditionally coincide with the seasons –

winter, spring, and summer. You are also separated from the community in which you live. 

Growing up through the process of school, you do not interact with your community during the 

school day, not seeing people working, living, and loving in settings that are either not school or 

home. Seeing only elders that may be teachers or in your own family. Seeing only those students 

that usually live where you live. You do not develop an understanding of others in the roles that 

they perform in life or are fostered to take an interest in the small and larger world around you. 

Your world, your community doesn’t hear from you during these years. You are silent. You are 

unknown. You ask no questions. Then, at age 17 or 18, you are thrust out into the world and 

asked to reconnect, having been disconnected from it for such a long time. No one is there to 

transition you to this new world and there are really only two pathways: more school or getting a 
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job. In an almost Tarzan-like way, you step out of the forest to greet people and places that you 

have never experienced before, yet have lived within and beside all along. With no language by 

which to interact with this new species of human, your words are useless and, therefore, you 

have no voice.   

  One of the major hopes of this study was to help others hear the voices of young people 

in a different way, allowing them to describe how they felt and responded to being thrust into a 

new experience, in what has interestingly been considered the real-world. Their words should be 

taken at face value and, in some ways, I am reticent about drawing conclusions for the whole 

when each experience reflects an individual’s developmental understanding of the space that 

they were allowed to explore for a brief period of four weeks preceding the year that would be 

their final one in school. There is no right or wrong answer, no right or wrong conclusion to what 

the study’s findings may or may not have yielded. It is simply a narrative, a story, an artifact of 

the experience of life as understood at a particular moment in time by a young person eager to 

understand the world that they would soon re-enter. In order to make meaning from their stories, 

however, I will work to pull together the essence of thoughts to create a language for 

understanding this experience for them as complex creatures. 

 To this end, I will discuss the findings generally by focusing on the research questions 

and the specific points of data as presented in the previous section. I will then conclude the 

discussion by crafting a composite intern that represents an archetypal depiction of the internship 

experience studied. At this point in this dissertation, the hope is that the deconstructive process 

for recontextualizing these internship experiences have re-oriented them in terms of descriptions 

of complex adaptive systems in motion. If not, it may be good to reiterate the liminality of 
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adaptive human systems: it is active, it is collaborative, it is the crucible for meaning making, 

and it is a problem-solving arena that is inherently chaotic. This is what we will explore. 

 The research study aimed to gather insight into five specific questions related to the 

unique four-week academic internship experience of a group of 150 students. These research 

questions were: 

• How do students actively participate in internship? 

• How do students collaborate during internship? 

• How is internship meaningful for internship? 

• How do students problem solve during internship? 

• How do students define the internship space? 

These questions were viewed through the lens of the students’ own reflections of the internship 

space, as evidenced through their blog posts, selfies, and interviews. All points of data provided 

insight into each of these five questions. Through the blog posts, the process of entering and 

working through an internship experience unfolded. As an example of recontextualization, 

students often personalized their blog titles, changing them from the given topic, which provided 

insight into their thoughts on what that particular topic might mean to them in terms of their 

experience. Upon entering the experience, they were nervous and scared, yet at the same time in 

a state of anticipation. Many of them spoke to how they were sick the night before or had 

butterflies in their stomachs as they entered the unknown space, in spite of teacher scaffolding 

and, in some cases, speaking to their mentor via the phone prior to starting on the first day. They 

often described how they arrived on the first day in vivid detail, speaking about how they had to 

find the front office and the appropriate person to ask. Some waited in lobbies or sat at empty 

desks not knowing what to do. Students described how they had to get to their internship, some 
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taking public transportation for the first time, others getting rides or driving themselves. Often, 

for those that included these details, the experience of having to be responsible for getting 

themselves to the internship space was one in which, upon reflection, they took great pride in 

working through despite the struggle that they felt at the time, having to figure it out.  

 Student expectations of themselves prior to and on the first day of internship centered 

around the hope that they would have something to offer others, that they wouldn’t make too 

many mistakes, and that they would learn something about themselves whether that was specific 

tasks or skills. Possibly due to the extreme emotional stress of the situation, several students 

reflected that after the end of their first day, they were extremely fatigued, came home and went 

to bed. This fatigue was corroborated anecdotally by parents who would often reach out to 

administrators to find out if this was something normal that occurred because of internship. 

These first impressions blog posts showcased the feelings of students as they entered the 

unknown space, contextualizing how they felt being in the real world and its sights, sounds, and 

people. It is this aspect of the blog posts that is, perhaps, the greatest finding. Students 

overwhelmingly spoke about their internship in terms of the people that they were meeting. In 

these first few blogs, and threaded throughout, students remarked on the kindness and caring of 

the individual’s they met, or in a few cases, the lack of kindness or a sense of apathy. They 

seemed to enter their various spaces and began building relationships through conversations and 

questions. Students consistently spoke about their new colleagues in terms of specific 

experiences – going to lunch, having one-on-one conversations, taking a ride in a car, observing 

others talking, little acts of kindness – and how these connections helped them feel welcomed 

into the foreign environment. Many pointed to these conversations as life changing, when they 

were able to be engaged with someone not associated with school, with whom they had no 
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previous connection, speak to them about life and impart words of wisdom regarding the need to 

go to college or to develop certain skills. These conversations were not necessarily with their 

mentor but with others in their environment that they felt connected to, perhaps because they 

were shown some kindness or because they had engaged them in conversation.  

 It is these conversations and experiences with others that seem to allow students to 

develop a deeper understanding of the self. By observing and listening to the individuals in the 

new space, they learn about the particular environment and then connect it back to themselves in 

terms of the similarities or differences in the school environment, how their work might be 

different or the same to the work done by parents or friends, and, most importantly, what it 

means for them in terms of who they thought they were or are and who they think they will be 

after having had the experience. Sometimes they struggle with describing why they feel 

different, at a loss for the specific words to describe the rush of feelings and developing 

understandings they are feeling, but they know that something has changed.  

 It is this change that seems to be reflected in their first and fourth week selfies that are 

assigned as part of their required internship blog. Given a prompt to take a picture at internship, 

students worked to construct images that reflected both manifest and latent content. Manifest 

content included a modge podge of photographs that reflected their spaces, their affects for the 

first week tired, surprised, disappointed, happy, or exhausted, to name a few. Presented with their 

descriptor word, first and fourth week blog post entries, and the researcher evaluation of the 

image, the photographs clearly show a change in how the student presented themselves from the 

first week to the fourth week.  These changes could be subtle as in the first selfie of Rachel at her 

art’s internship. Week one and week two selfies are essentially the same pose, but there is a 

confidence to the second pose that is not in the first. In the first selfie of the student standing in 
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front of a sign showcasing her art internship (p.145), she looks young, drawn into herself as 

perhaps a method of protection. In the second selfie, her body doesn’t look like it collapses into 

itself but there is a projection of self, the legs and feet are positioned just ever so differently, the 

smile seems to take up the face even from the wide shot, and the hips serve to position her body 

in a confident, yet demure, stance.  

   In the “Exhausted” selfie (p. 181), Ellis hopes to share how the day was exhausting and 

everything about this photo conveys immense fatigue. There is no way for him to hide this 

feeling, it is in his tired eyes, the somewhat slant of the left side of his face. His blog describes 

how he is feeling and why he is tired. The selfie describes how he is feeling in the space of 

internship and the struggles of his first week are clear in his expression and description. In his 

second selfie “Accomplished” (p. 183), the student poses with the CAD-like rendering of the 

library room that he had designed, leaning his head against the computer to engage it as a sort of 

partner in his performance. His eyes are closed and his mouth rests in content Cheshire-cat like 

smile that conveys satisfaction. As this is a selfie taken, presumably by the right hand, the 

student would have probably taken several selfies and selected the one that he felt more typified 

his emotion and the message he wanted to convey. Although all of the selfies could be 

considered to be thoughtfully constructed, this selfie, in addition to the Raul’s 2nd selfie, titled 

“Unique,” showcase a level of confidence and mastery of a skill that is particularly seen in the 

selfies of young men. In this 2nd selfie (p. 137), Raul conveys his accomplishment by creating a 

powerful image of himself in a strong mask with large equipment behind him. Compared to his 

first selfie, titled “Dedication,” the sheer size of the tools that he collects versus the ones he 

places behind him in the fourth-week selfie show a change in perspective. Additionally, he poses 

himself in his first-week selfie in a much more child-like way. In his second selfie, he is a man.  
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Figure 28 Marisol's Selfies 

In the first selfie above left, titled “Vivarium,” Marisol disorients the viewer by taking a picture 

of herself swallowed in red light making you wonder whether she is purposefully using a filter 

and, if so, why? What message is she trying to convey? During the interview, however, the red 

light is explained in terms of the research and laboratory schedule that encourages mice activity. 

This photo and its interpretation highlights an important aspect of analyzing selfie photographs, 

the more information that you have to contextualize the photo enables a clearer analysis of 

manifest content. Although not possible in every case, it often helps to ground the image by 

eliminating some of the questions that might perplex the researcher or provide false analysis. 

One of the most interesting findings of the selfie photographs is depicted in her second selfie 

titled “Discovery.” In this photograph, the student poses with other individuals engaging with 

mice avatars in some way. The individuals pulled into the selfie photograph help in the co-

construction of the photo and it may be presumed that there was some sort of dialogue regarding 

the photo’s construction before it was taken. This can also be seen in Frances’ “Successful” 

selfie (p. 149) in which she pulls in to the photo frame a group of individuals attending the 
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training that she helped to coordinate. One can almost imagine how either Frances, or someone 

she worked with, rallied the group to be part of her selfie assignment. She is posed in a typical 

selfie position with part of her face out of frame in order to showcase the wider shot of what lies 

beyond.  

 The connection to the spaces and places and scenes depicted in the photographic selfies is 

the most striking finding from the analysis of these specific points of data for they describe the 

act of students working to attach to their new environment. The term “attachment” in psychology 

focuses how our connections with others, particularly caregivers in early childhood, help frame 

the way that we approach life, how we see ourselves and others, and build future relationships. 

Our brains remember these attachment relationships and influence how we behave, think, and 

act. Siegel (2013) describe the two broad models of attachment, one secure and one non-secure, 

in the term of a “launching pad” and a “safe harbor” stating that “human attachment can be 

understood as involving four S’s. We need to be seen, safe, and soothed, in order to feel secure.” 

Describing his analogies, he states: 

These ways our attachment figures treat us give us a sense of a safe harbor in which we 

can feel secure. But attachment relationships also serve as a launching pad from which 

we can take off and explore the world. When we have a secure attachment model, we 

have a security to venture out into all that lies ahead in the world beyond our home. And 

when we are tired, or distressed, or just need to touch base, we return to the safe harbor of 

our attachment home, our relationships with our attachment figures. (p. 145)  

What makes the first and fourth selfies so striking is that through the photographic images 

constructed, they latently describe their attachment processes to the new environments in which 

they feel unseen, unsafe, unsoothed, and unsecure. To create a safe harbor for themselves, in 
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essence to solve the problem of feeling unseen, unsafe, unsoothed, and unsecure, they reach out 

to something within the environment with which to attach. This is done by pulling in props that 

identify them as part of the organization such as stickers, tools, even coffee cups or badges that 

feature the logo of their new harbors. They pose themselves in the roles that they feel describe 

their new space, sitting at desks, yielding saws cutting wood, in front of computers, or looking 

through microscopes. And, perhaps most importantly, they attach themselves to others, pulling in 

people to help them redefine the space and make them feel secure. In the first week selfies, this 

often appears as one person that the student engages with in the photo, a child, a chiropractor 

making an adjustment, a fellow student. In the fourth week selfies, this often features a larger 

group, with their new co-workers actively participating in the co-construction of the selfie. This 

latent understanding of how students work to attach to their new environment is also supported 

by their blog posts which speak directly to how they feel about being welcomed as interns. Much 

of their retellings involve the social aspect of their entry into the void and how they seek to re-

attach. This is a powerful action because in doing so they subconsciously understand that they 

can leave their safe harbor and find new ones with new people elsewhere. This finding is also 

strengthened by Tomasello’s (1999) research on cooperation and his concept of “shared 

intention.” The young interns deliberately, yet unknowingly, seek to share intention by “most 

basically…creat[ing] with others joint intentions and joint commitments in cooperative 

endeavors.” 

 These cooperative endeavors can be seen as well in the interview narratives. It is within 

these narratives that we can see the entire process of entering the space, working toward 

attachment initially, and then actively engaging in the environment in order to make sense of the 

experience. I summarize this as before there is an I there has to be a we. Students speak to the 
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ambiguousness of the space and their fear of being worthy, of being liked, of not making 

mistakes or failing to fulfill expectations. Once they enter, they describe the act of connecting 

with others. Stephanie describes at length how she was unable to connect with her mentor and 

how he remained absent most of her internship. She then describes the conversations that 

allowed her to feel secure in the environment, at ease. It is only upon having this grounding that 

interns seem to be able to work toward using the experience as one that is self-transformational. 

Mark’s interview, on the other hand, describes at the outset of his internship his fragile 

relationship with his mentor and her lack of support and understanding of his needs as a young 

person. He connects with the dogs and through this connection he is able to get enough of a 

launchpad to seek out other mentorship in the form of the more kindly woman with whom he 

connected with towards the end of the four weeks. Mark’s selfies, both first and fourth week, 

showcase him with the animals that he befriended during his time in internship, first a cat and 

then a dog. In spite of the problems that he had to traverse during his four weeks, he changes 

 

Figure 29 Mark (1st and 2nd Selfies) 
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from a frowning and sad selfie of himself with a cat to a smiling selfie holding an equally 

smiling dog.  

 It was within the student interviews that discussions about how the students entered an 

internship space with others that they knew was also more deeply understood. In Geraldo’s 

interview, he clearly makes a case that, in hindsight, he would have benefitted more from the 

experience of entering the space alone rather than with his group of peers. He almost 

unconsciously understands that, if deprived of these ready-made attachments entering internship, 

he would have been in a more ambiguous space that may have helped him toward a greater level 

of transformation. In his interview, David supports this observation when he describes how it 

was “so much easier” to have other people with you that you know. 

 Students make meaning of their internship through a myriad of personal experiences that 

are quite foreign from the ones that they have in school. Marisol describes her growing self-

efficacy through her descriptions of driving and her robust conversations with her mentor. Mark 

defines his moral compass by describing the random act of seeing a dead dog fall from where it 

was being stored. Azul describes her feelings of being loved and valued through her interactions 

with James. David describes his awkwardness and emerging confidence through his fear of 

riding in the car with his mentor, not knowing what to say. Geraldo expresses his conflict at 

learning there are two sides to every story. It is through these, albeit short, discussions that 

students showcased what it was that was important for them individually to learn. Rogoff (1990) 

states that “it is part of the nature of children to seek the meaning – the purpose and connotation 

– of what goes on around them, and to involve themselves in ongoing activity” (p.18). Through 

their immersion in the internship environment, students learned what was important to them 

based on where they were socially, emotionally, and cognitively at that given time. This is quite 
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different than the structured school environment that they had lived within almost their entire 

lives in which they had been told what was important, and it provided a more robust context for 

trying out new ways of interacting with people and the real-world environment as a whole that is 

not typically available to most 11th graders.  

 The student interviews describe, in more detail, the specific experiences that resonated 

with them as they worked through the four weeks, highlighting those situations which they 

remembered and stuck out. These points of data serve to support the findings seen through the 

blog posts and the manifest and latent content of the photographic selfies.   

Tying it Together: The Liminal Intern 

 Based on the three points of data used for studying complex adaptive human systems 

through a secondary school internship experience, a composite of this particular internship 

process can be established. The student intern entered the liminal space that was internship 

initially guided by their teachers during pre-work done to scaffold the experience. On the first 

day, they navigated to the internship space using sometimes novel methods of transportation 

which became, in and of itself, a first experience. Upon entering the space, the mixed feelings of 

anxiousness, anticipation, and fear that they had felt leading up to the first day was slowly 

replaced as they began to connect with the environment. In order to problem solve and create a 

safer space for themselves in which they felt secure, they immediately began to connect to the 

environment, either seeking out conversations and relationships with others, asking questions 

and sharing stories, or working to identify themselves within the space, understanding the roles, 

tasks, and processes that were required of them. Connection and collaboration within the space, 

therefore, became their primary method for solving their feelings of uncomfortability and 

helping them attach to their new environment. For the most part, this happened by the fourth day 
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of the first week of internship. Primary meaning making occurred as the students recounted their 

continuing inclusion in the work environment until around the third week when it appears that 

they began to make broader connections to self and future, perhaps prompted by the blog post 

themes. By the fourth week, the construction of selfies, as supported by interviews and blogs 

posts, provide a visual representation or artifact of their process of constructed self, their 

handprint on the cave wall. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

Implications for Internship 

 Implications for internship are far reaching. The internship space, currently defined as a 

method by which an individual can experience what a specific job or work environment looks 

like, or to gain social capital and upward mobility by making connections in his or her chosen 

field, is a narrow definition of the breadth and depth of what the experience can offer. Internships 

can be the 21st century’s indigenous rites of passage, particularly for young people. At an 

internship that is contextually rich, in which the young person is enveloped in the process, where 

relationships and conversations are cultivated, an individual is able to step out of their comfort 

zone and be bombarded by the randomness of the experiences, taking away what is important to 

him. On the other end of the spectrum, if the internship lacks the socio-emotional connections 

needed for the young person to attach to the environment and, in fact, provides less than 

impactful opportunities to converse and connect with others in a social context, the experience 

may turn negative. This is particularly interesting because many studies on internship show that 

students brought in to new environments in order to encourage future careers, such as science or 

laboratory-type spaces, often indicate they would never want to work in the lab. I would 

postulate that this is because an internship host must pay careful mind to 1) contextualizing the 

space in terms of the social and relationship aspect; 2) help provide structures to encourage 

attachment; and 3) provide enough time within the internship to fully form these relationships so 

that the recontextualization and connective processes of meaning making can occur. It is in this 

regard, that businesses and other organizations should keep in mind that in developing internship 

programs for the express purpose of providing career orientation to a specific field (either high 

school, college, or beyond) that the true success of an internship lies within the internal struggles 
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and problem solving of the intern. Therefore, a carefully crafted internship program should 

provide plenty of experiences that continue to challenge the intern to improvise, innovate, and 

problem solve, not simply relegate interns to roles that are stereotypically intern-like. 

Internship experiences may be particularly helpful for adolescents. Only available to a 

limited few, high school internships are more than just preparation for career and college, but 

vital steps in helping build a stronger, more resilient adult that embraces change and innovates 

through complexity. Schools currently do not build rites of passage-type experiences into their 

curriculum and, in fact, are usually not structurally flexible enough to incorporate these 

experiences into their school day. Moving forward, I would argue that schools must develop 

these types of experiences starting from middle school or 7th grade. Carefully scaffolded, 

students should develop a tool box in middle school that provides for a greater focus on 

developing the communication and collaboration skills they need to use these as tools once they 

set out on internships. This is perhaps one of the reasons that students in this study were able to 

recontextualize and process the experience in the way that they did. Having gone to a project-

based learning school where they not only practiced collaboration through group work and 

presented their learning orally each semester, they also were given numerous real-world 

experiences, taking their learning out into their communities to work with adults in a variety of 

settings. I postulate that this provided them with a toolbox of specific aptitudes (I refrain from 

using the word skills) that, upon entering the internship space, they were able to pull out and use 

to problem solve their way through the unknown. If we do not provide these tools for 

adolescents, particularly when their brains are at full plasticity, do we sabotage any future efforts 

for rich engagement in the world they will eventually have to navigate? This is particularly true 

for students of low socio-economic status who are generally deprived of varied, rich experiences 
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with different individuals in different contexts. Internships or similar types of rites of passage-

type experiences, therefore, must be part of the structure of the new school environment going 

forward. Schools and businesses, however, struggle with how to successfully implement these 

types of programs. Schools must rethink strategic partnerships and businesses must rethink how 

they work with schools. This is the fundamental lynchpin for harnessing these experiences for 

socio-emotional growth. It is not simply the purview of the economic development functions of 

business and school, but of guidance and counseling. Counselors should be trained at the time of 

counselor preparation for work in developing community partnerships and scaffolding rites of 

passage experiences for young people K-12. The underutilization of counselors and 

developmental psychologists employed to develop these experiences at the K-12 level and 

provide counseling-specific training and support to teachers and administrators to understand the 

impact of brain and socio-emotional-cognitive development is vital, yet currently non-existent. It 

will be through the initiative of teaching and counselor preparation programs at the university 

level to begin study in this area in order to head off a career-to-college orientation that will be, in 

my opinion, ultimately unsuccessful. Internships as solely a form of apprenticeship, or visualized 

only through the lens of a young person as a future worker, do not recognize fully their potential 

impact for the personal development of the individual as well as the development of their social 

capital through interactions with unique experiences that cause the brain to activate and learn. 

Business and education should and must come together to develop an understanding with new 

perspectives and orientations of how the process of internship can, ultimately, help create 

actualized human beings that do great creative work untethered to constructs situating them as 

modes of production or commodities. 
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Implications for Adolescence 

 Implications for adolescence center around the development of rites of passage trigger 

points and what I have named liminal attachment. Adolescent brain plasticity and its growth and 

development from experiences and meaning recontextualization cannot continue to be ignored in 

educational settings. Students are being re-wired as we speak through their use of technology. 

Although many may feel that technology is a corrupting influence, I would suggest that it may be 

a corrupting influence unless it is sufficiently scaffolded. Young people are embracing the 

liminality of the digital space. The last focus of Turner’s work was on the liminality of 

performance and how it played out through ritual processes. Turner believed that there was a 

continuous, dynamic process that linked performative behavior with social structures. The 

concept of performative behavior plays itself out in theater, art, sports, play, or other rituals. I 

believe that, had Turner been alive today, he would have applied this concept to the digital space. 

It is in this regard that I theorize that young people today are finding their sense of communitas, 

their sense of social structures and relationships, through the digital space. As inherently social 

creatures, they are reaching out to make connections across the digital divide using Facebook, 

Snapchat, and Instagram. These connections may not, however, be the more robust ones needed 

to build the type of neural pathways that we hope for them. How will this connection but lack of 

connection affect our young people as they grow into themselves? Are we adequately nurturing 

and providing the quality experiences that they need to prime their system toward the next stage 

in human evolution or, in a couple generations, will they be increasingly emotionally and 

psychologically troubled. Many students are opting out of school turning to homeschooling and 

other independent study methods because they or their parents do not think that school is 

teaching what needs to be taught or because they fear for their safety. How does giving a young 
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person the autonomy to learn at home or in an individual setting help them grow as an individual 

when they are deprived of the social experiences and relationships that they are 

anthropologically wired to need in order to develop?  

 Implementing rites of passage structures into our current systems of learning, particularly 

for grades 7-12, is crucial to helping scaffold the developing understandings of the adolescent’s 

place in both the digital and analog worlds. I believe that this research study brings to light the 

need that young people have to connect with the world that is just outside, running parallel to 

their own while they attend school. It is not just a need but an anthropologically-driven directive 

to seek out and attach to that which makes them feel safe and secure. Rites of passage structures, 

like internship, could serve to facilitate an awareness of self deeply rooted within the social 

context. This research study showcased that students separated from school, who have entered an 

unknown space and reintegrated into a new environment, experienced some type of socio-

emotional-cognitive change within a short four-week period that gave them a deeper 

understanding of self and kindled the small fires of purpose. 

If you think about our current state of secondary education, adolescents are essentially 

isolated and, upon graduation, are thrust out into the world with a limited understanding of who 

they are in relation to the dynamic world around them. Our current rites of passage, and I use this 

in loose terms, centers on tropes described in terms of specific short experiences that are 

supposed to produce change such as how a young boy becomes a man when he has sex or bests 

another young man in a sport or in a fight. Young women have little to no mechanisms for rites 

of passage to womanhood that are not centered around pubertal changes such as menstruation, 

the first boyfriend or girlfriend, or the first sexual encounter. Adolescents are placed in a liminal 
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state by our current educational processes without an effective separation or reintegration phase. 

In attempting to reach out for a safe harbor, they are realizing that they are alone in the ocean. 

Rites of passage rituals implemented within the adolescent period in which we educate 

our young would reimagine learning as we know it. It would provide opportunities for, what I am 

describing as liminal attachment. Liminal attachment is a process by which an individual enters a 

problem-solving state that is ambiguous and unknown and works to attach themselves to some 

type of anchor, typically social in nature, in order to safely move past the chaoticness of the 

experience. It is only when someone has liminally attached that they are able to feel secure 

enough to innovate and be creative. As in the previous example, the astronaut can only enter the 

void of space if she is tethered to the space ship. It is easier to head into and navigate the void if 

you know that someone has your lifeline. Adolescents need these lifelines in order to feel secure 

and safe enough to enter the void that is the parallel reality in which they live, and they are 

already entering this void digitally. We do not want students to not have these experiences. On 

the contrary, this new 0-3 time has anthropologically evolved to allow experiences to prime their 

systems toward growth. We must, therefore, provide a vast array of experiences and we must 

scaffold these experiences appropriately through small and large rites of passage rituals.  
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Implications for Complex Systems  

The inherent nature of this research study is to understand a complex adaptive human 

system through a secondary school experience of internship. I believe that this is, perhaps, the 

greatest impact of the study. Not only does showcasing how students enter phase transition 

spaces (described in their terms as being anxious, afraid, and uncertain) after being separated 

from school and friends, and work to reintegrate by attaching through identification with the 

space and the individuals within it, this study can also inform complex and dynamic systems 

scientists that the study of complex systems goes beyond mathematical computational formula to 

describe the phenomena. We are the ultimate complex system and we can talk about how we 

feel. This combination is unlike any other complex system currently studied. We are boundless 

in our abilities to recontextualize. These abilities extend throughout ontogeny and provide 

constant feedback to our systems. This is learning, and we do it every day, every hour, every 

minute in order to survive. When we don’t, when we stagnant, eventually we die. 

One of the most exciting findings of the research study has even more powerful 

implications for us as humans and this centers around the concept of emergence. As stated 

previously in the introduction, emergent systems are unpredictable yet, they are characterized by 

spontaneous order or self-organization. I believe that this research study has provided insight into 

human emergence and self-organization processes. Keep in mind that we have previously 

described and discussed the selfies of individual students, highlighting the ways that they were 

co-constructed to convey an understanding of the student’s particular orientation at either the 

first or fourth week of their internship. But, now, hold in your mind that all of these students 

entered internship on May 12, 2014 and on that subsequent Thursday they were asked to take a 

selfie in the internship space. Across the spaces that separated them, at different times of the day,   
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Figure 30 Emergence in Photographic Selfies 
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students constructed similar selfies that described similar processes of attachment without 

consulting their peers or family. They positioned themselves in much the same way, pulling in 

props, people, or places to help them ground to the new environment. Across time and space, 

they emerged as a self-organizing collective (Figure 30). This one photographic collage 

containing all of their first week selfies provides clarity that, like every other complex system, 

we are emergent. More importantly to the framework’s applicability to human learning is that 

this collective artifact of self-organization may be the result of what Holland (1998) described as 

the building blocks toward higher emergence. The building blocks for these students may have 

been the participation in a robust, adult-connected project-based learning school. Through 

frequent collaboration on projects, continuous refinement of communication techniques, and 

meaningful relationships with core adults around them, these building blocks allowed them to  

respond to their separation and movement into the liminal space like a school of fish or a flock of 

birds responds to the one slight movement of the individual. Despite being apart and across their 

vast array of first week experiences, they connected their lives, and their learning, through their 

photographs. The implications of this, particularly for how young people are connecting through 

the digital space, are profound and should hasten a sense of urgency to redesign our concepts of 

school to promote experiential learning ecologies that help young and old develop the building 

blocks that can propel them toward continuous states of emergence. There is a power in this 

image of our potential humanity than words can even describe.  
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

 

 There are several limitations of this study that must be presented. First, this study 

included a group of students that had a different set of learning experiences in school than the 

average 11th grader. Because of the nature of their learning experiences up to the point of 

internship that placed them in rich and varied contexts in the real-world with others unknown 

and, in which they worked yearly to develop their aptitudes across a wide-range of socially 

complex situations in groups to develop projects, generalizing results to more formally structured 

internship experiences may be difficult. Secondly, the pre-work completed as part of the 

student’s internship, as well as the prompts given for the blog posts, may have provided too 

much contextualization, steering students into answering the questions in ways that they hoped 

would serve to complete the assignment. For future reference, I would suggest using more open-

ended questioning and allow students to work towards a developing understanding of their 

experience by having them title their own blog posts and develop more general responses.  

Lastly, researcher bias is always a potential threat to a research study and during the 

analysis of data. It is very possible that based on my own experience as an intern, as well as the 

almost ten years of experience developing, implementing, and coordinating the internship 

program being studied that I have introduced bias into the analysis. It was my hope that by 

providing a detailed provenance that discussed these biases upfront, as well as the nature of 

orienting internship in terms of a complex adaptive human system framework, these biases 

would be mitigated.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Possibilities for future research in this area are exciting. Not only are there opportunities 

to develop rich frameworks around rites of passage for students, particularly in grades 7-12, there 
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are also opportunities to re-evaluate our current understandings of internship apart from the 

neoliberal focus in which it is currently contextualized. In this regard, it is my hope that the 

academy, specifically schools of education and learning science, look closely at integrating 

teacher and counselor education programs to work toward developing a curriculum that focuses 

more on the social-emotional-cognitive development of the child, incorporating new findings in 

developmental psychology and neuroscience. We are way behind in this regard and it will take a 

brave institution to scrap what it has known to rebuild what is unknown but that will, ultimately, 

serve as a 21st century method for educating our facilitators of learning. Treating counseling and 

teaching as two different domains will not serve us well in the future. Great teachers are great 

counselors and great counselors are great teachers. Future research should focus on finding these 

exemplars. 

 The most exciting area for future research is in the field of complex systems and artificial 

intelligence. Redefining a new framework that places us within the natural systems in which we 

operate, rather than separating us as some distinct anomaly, may assist us in quickly developing 

solutions to the problems that loom on the horizon. Work on defining and re-defining conceptual 

frameworks performed by integrated disciplines under the umbrella of complex systems, such as 

the learning sciences, education, the natural and physical sciences, psychology, and 

anthropology, will be essential to helping define the research areas to be studied and, eventually, 

to build a body of research to inform future work in the area. Teaching children and adolescents 

complex systems and chaos theory will also be essential to helping them understand who they 

are in the world and their capacity for potential. Research in the area of helping students learn 

complex systems and how they utilize this knowledge longitudinally will be beneficial to 

continuing to build upon this fledgling study of humans as complex adaptive systems. Embedded 
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research, in which the researcher is embedded from start to finish with the school year to 

understand these processes would be ideal, yet possibly unattainable the current climate. Lastly, 

defining and understanding the characteristics of a complex adaptive human system will be 

crucial to developing a computationally complex adaptive system or an emergent AI. I imagine 

that somewhere in the not so distant future AI will be enrolled in school to learn from our 

children as they work toward making sense of the world. I call this the “Data Equation” based on 

the character in Star Trek: The Next Generation. The Data Equation postulates that, in order to 

truly build computationally complex systems, they must be placed contextually to observe how 

humans learn, grow, and make meaning in order for their learning and meaning making to occur. 

Future research in this area requires a multi-discipline approach and our deeper understanding of 

who we are as complex adaptive systems.     

CLOSING 

This journey on the intern ship has been an incredible one. When I started this journey, from the 

first kernel of understanding that maybe my dissertation should be about internship, to the oral 

proposal where I first put forth some of my ruminations about complex adaptive systems, to the 

present day, I am a practitioner of what I preach – I feel that I personally have experienced how a 

complex adaptive human system faces challenges, solves problems, learns, and grows. This 

dissertation is one of my learning artifacts and I hope that it is read as such. 

 I have lived with this data and findings for the last three years and it has been an 

important process to do so. I, like many of my colleagues, yearned to complete my doctoral 

program and move on to something unknown, but it wasn’t to be for me. As life unraveled its 

mysteries before me and the months became years, my frustration grew to a deeper 

understanding that this was the path that I was supposed to be on. For it has been within the last 



184 
 

three years, particularly the last year and a half that, that I have come to an almost sort of 

revelation of the world in which we live and the world that I conceptualize in my mind that I 

hope my children will inherit. There is a cognitive dissonance between the world there is now 

and the world I envision for the future, just as there is with an understanding of the “world of 

work”, and of the meaning-making opportunities like internship, for our children and the value 

that we hope they can gain from these types of experiences. I have not made this journey any 

easier for myself because, as an artifact of my learning, I feel that I must provide as much 

information to support the deconstruction of what we know and spend even more time building 

what we don’t know but should. If I were to have not lived with the voices and pictures of these 

young people, thought about them constantly, followed tangent after tangent after reading their 

words, and dreamed of and for their futures, this dissertation would have looked quite different. 

For, in the words of Phil Dreyer, I am an advocate for children. I have been one since the day 

that I was born. I dream of a time when they can wake up and feel the anticipation of the day and 

look forward to connecting with others. I dream of a time when school is but a distant memory 

and, in its place, a rich, esthetic environment where young and old and in between create, 

perform, and build together the future. The best times of my life are grounded in the little 

experiences with others, in the rainy-day conversations about the meaning of life, in the notes of 

a guitar being strummed by my mother, in the laughter of students learning to row for the first 

time. The act of civilization, or should I say domestication, has created an artificial life for us and 

I think we all yearn to connect back to who we really are. I am no different than a bird flying in 

the air or a tree swaying in the wind and I desperately seek the day when I can just be – to live 

out a life in the way that it was meant to be lived, with others, with love, and with complexity. 
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APPENDIX A 

 PARTICIPANT CONSENT 

  

San Diego State University  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Consent form version date: September 22, 2015 

Internship Research Study – Student Participants  

 

WHO SHOULD I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

 

Principal Investigator: Lisa Johnson Davis 

SDSU Department: Education 

Address: 941 Verano Drive, Chula Vista, CA  91910 

Phone: 619-977-4781  

Email: ldavis@hightechhigh.org 

 

Co-Investigator/Faculty Sponsor: Marva Cappello 

SDSU Department: Education 

Phone: 619-591-1322 

Email: cappello@mail.sdsu.edu 

 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH: 

 

This study involves research. The purpose of this study is to interview students who 

participated in an academic internship during the school year 2014-2015 to learn more 

about their experiences during their four-week experience. 

Approximately 22 of participants will be included at High Tech High Chula Vista.  
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HOW LONG WILL I BE IN THIS RESEARCH? 

 

Your participation will last two hours. You will be interviewed for one hour to learn about 

your experiences. After a transcript of your interview has been made, you will be asked 

to review your responses to ensure they accurately describe your experience.  

 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN IN THIS RESEARCH?   

 

To determine if you are eligible to participate, you will have completed all internship 

assignments assigned during your academic internship and have a videotaped 

presentation of your “presentation of learning” completed in June 2015. If the 

investigator has determined you are eligible to participate, you may be asked to 

participate in the interview portion of this study.  

All interviews will take place in the large conference room at High Tech High Chula 

Vista. The first interview will take place on or around October 1 and the second 

interview will take place on or around October 31. 

None of the procedures used in this study are experimental in nature. he only 

experimental aspect of this study is the gathering of information for the purpose of 

analysis. 

 

WHAT ARE THE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS INVOLVED IN THE RESEARCH? 

There may be new findings developed during this research which may relate to your 

willingness to continue to participate in this study. These new findings will be shared 

with you.  

 

ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS TO PARTICIPATION? 

 

There are no benefits for participating in this research; however by participating you are 

you are helping to provide information which may benefit science and society.  

 

ARE THERE ANY ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION? 

 

An alternative is to not participate.  
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WILL MY INFORMATION BE PRIVATE?   

 

Confidentiality will be maintained to the extent allowed by law. However, the study team 

members are required by California law to report suspected child or elder abuse to the 

appropriate authorities.  

Research records will be stored in a locked office in a locked file cabinet and will only be 

accessible to research staff listed on the first page of this consent form. Research data 

will be destroyed five years after the end of this study. Data will be stored on an 

encrypted electronic hard drive. Information collected may be shared in publications and 

presentations.  

 

The results of your participation in this study may be used for publication or for scientific 

purposes, but the results will not include any information that could identify you. By 

signing this form you agree that you are allowing your de-identified data to be shared 

with other researchers.  

 

DO I HAVE TO PARTICIPATE? 

 

You do not have to participate in this research study. If you choose not to participate 

there is no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Additionally, 

you may choose to stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to 

which you are otherwise entitled. If you wish to terminate the interview, you may 

indicate so in writing or verbally at the time of interview. All data in the form of audiotape 

or written transcripts will be destroyed. 

 

WILL I BE TOLD ABOUT THE STUDY RESULTS?  

 

We will contact you with results of this study after the study is completed.  

 

WILL IT COST ME ANYTHING TO PARTICIPATE? 

There are no costs to participate in the study. 

 

WILL I BE PAID FOR MY PARTICIPATION IN THE RESEARCH?  

You will not be paid to participate in this study.   
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WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS REGARDING THIS STUDY?:  

If you have any questions about the research now, please ask. If you have questions 

later about the research, you may contact Lisa Davis, 619-591-2511, 

ldavis@hightechhigh.org. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in 

this study, or in the event of a research related injury, you may contact the Division of 

Research Affairs at San Diego State University (telephone: 619-594-6622; email: 

irb@mail.sdsu.edu).  At any time during the research you can contact the IRB for 

questions about research rights, to discuss problems, concerns, or suggestions, or to 

offer input. 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE:  

The San Diego State University Institutional Review Board has approved this consent 

form, as signified by the Board's stamp.  

Please talk to your parents about this study before you decide whether to participate. 

We will also ask your parents it is all right with them for you to take part in this study. If 

your parents say that you can be in the study, you can still decide not to participate. 

 

By signing, I agree to participate on this project: 

 

Name of Participant (please print)        Date          

  

  

Signature of Participant        Date  

        

 

By signing, I give permission for my student to participate on this project: 

       

Parent(s)/Guardian of Participant (please print) if under 18    Date          

  

  

Parent(s)/Guardian Signature of Participant      Date  

mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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Signature of Investigator                    Date  
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Describe your internship? 

2. Describe your first week of internship? 

3. Describe the last week of internship? 

4. Is there a specific experience that sticks out for you in your internship? 

5. What do you feel you took away from internship? 

6. What was your biggest struggle? 

7. How have you changed because of internship? 
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APPENDIX C 

VISUAL ANALYSIS MATRIX 

 

Selfie # Description 

of Context 

Communication 

Methods 

Facial 

Presentations 

Camera 

Framing 

Description 

of Image 

Presentation 

Representation of 

Image 

Shared 

Intention 

w/Environ 

Keywords Single, 

Group, 

Other 

  (eyes, mouth, 
face, hands) 

FF=full 
facing; 
SF=side 
facing; 
SNS=student 
not seen 

(selfie, 
close up, 
medium 
close up, 
midshot, 
wideshot, 
cutaway, 
two-shot, 
noddy 
shot, 
POV 
shot, cut-
in, etc.) 

ST=student 
taken 
OT=other 
taken 

    

example Office 
computer in 
background 
on the side 
head shot of 
student 
smiling 
looking 
forward 

Smiling facing 
forward 

FF Selfie ST Workspace they are 
using includes 
computer as prop 

Y Office S 

Comparison between Selfie #1 and Selfie #2 included in column with text on row with Selfie #2 
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APPENDIX D 

WOVEN THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

   COMMON CONSTRUCTS LIMINAL SPACE 

 Discipline Theoretical 

Frameworks 

Active Collaborative Meaning 

Making 

Problem Solving CODE WORDS 

TOMASELLO Developmental 

Psychology 

Origins of human thinking, 

cognition, communication, 

and cooperation 

“built-in goal 

states and 

action 

possibilities” 

shared 

intentionality, 

plural agency, 

social 

engagement 

joint goals and 

attention lead 

to individual 

goals and 

attention 

human 

thinking 

derived from 

problem 

solving 

“complex organisms also possess 

some adaptive specializations that are 

organized circularly, as feedback 

control systems” 

ROGOFF Psychology 

Anthropology 

Children as apprentices in 

thinking 

active in 

observing and 

participating; 

active role; 

active nature 

of thinking 

make use of 

social 

guidance; 

social matrix; 

“human goals 

involve other 

people” 

development 

built on 

“rhythms 

intrinsic to 

life”, 

“development,

change, and 

activity are 

inherent to 

human 

existence” 

purpose of 

thinking to act 

effectively; 

goal directed 

importance of unstructured non 

instructional spaces, transformation, 

novices explore new domains, novices 

“actively attempt to make sense of 

new situations” 

MODELL Social 

Psychiatry 

Biology of mind; human 

experience must be included 

in explanation of mind/brain 

meaning 

achieved 

through 

“action”, 

“intentionality 

at a higher 

level of 

complexity” 

metaphoric 

thought used 

to 

communicate 

before 

language; 

meaning 

achieved “in 

the world”, 

knowledge of 

other minds 

mind 

constructs 

reality; self 

changes as 

result of 

actions; 

“experience 

sculpts the 

brain” 

mind is 

metaphoric; 

goal-directed 

mind; brain 

organizes as a 

result of 

individual trial 

and error 

uncertain, imprecise, transformation, 

“meaning exists as potentiality”, 

unconscious mind accesses universal 

forces of nature, “identifying with the 

other rests on a paradox of something 

that both is and is not” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VAN GENNEP Ethnography Rites of passage; liminal 

stage (2nd stage of transition) 

preparation for 

transition 

preparation for 

union, social 

bond 

life of an 

individual 

series of 

basic problem-

nature of 

individual crisis 

liminal space, threshold, neither or, 

unite with new world, regeneration 
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passages, 

ceremonies 

and rituals 

help 

individuals 

define 

positions in life 

TURNER Anthropology Liminal stage as natural state 

of existence; interpretation 

of liminal state in drama and 

human experience 

becoming, 

transitioning 

communitas “all human act 

is impregnated 

with meaning”, 

relational 

structure 

meaning is 

problem 

solving…past 

to present 

liminal space, “betwixt and between”, 

ambiguous, tension, here nor there, 

threshold, moment in and out of time 

BRIGGS & 

PEAT 

English 

Physics 

Metaphor of chaos theory; 

human system connected 

“collaborate 

with chaos”, 

self 

organization 

“live within 

moments 

constantly 

affecting each 

other”, 

“proclivity to 

interact” 

amplification 

and birfucation 

= true self 

“elements 

within 

systems…conti

nually 

resassemble 

themselves” 

“the vortex suggests the paradox that 

the individual is also the universal” 
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APPENDIX E 

HTHCV INTERNSHIP FLIERS 
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APPENDIX F 

ACADEMIC INTERNSHIP FIELD MANUAL 
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APPENDIX G 

STUDENT INTERNSHIP SITES 2014-2015 
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APPENDIX H 

MOZILLA FOUNDATION 21C SKILLS AND COMPETENCY GRID 



Mozilla Foundation, May 2015

College and Career Ready Competencies/Digital-age Competencies for Entry-level Careers

SOURCE COMPETENCY SKILLS MEASURES/EVIDENCE

LL COMPETENCY NAF CCR Skills 

NAF (2015) 
College and 
Career Readiness 
Skills

Collaboration / Teamwork

Teamwork/collaboration Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Ability to work with diverse individuals Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Knows how to interact with 
supervisors, clients, and teammates

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Communication

Listening and observation Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Oral communication Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Written Communication Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Creativity / Innovation Creativity and innovation Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Critical Thinking / Problem 
Solving      

Critical thinking, problem formulation, 
and problem solving

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Precision and accuracy Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Systems thinking Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Information Management
Locating, comprehending, and 
evaluating information

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Information technology application Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Initiative / Self-Direction

Flexibility and adaptability Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Self-directed; takes initiative; 
resourceful

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Asks appropriate questions Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Aware of own abilities and 
performance

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Understands career opportunities/
requirements in the industry or field 
overall

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Understands career opportunities/
requirements in the specific 
occupational area related to the 
internship or student project

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Professionalism / Ethics

Ethical behavior Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Manages time effectively; punctual Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Takes responsibility for learning; seeks 
to learn

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Prioritizes tasks Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Persistent Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Brings tasks and projects to 
completion

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Exhibits responsible and professional 
behaviors as defined by the industry or 
field

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Understands the culture, etiquette, 
and practices of the workplace or the 
project client's organization and 
knows how to navigate the

Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Quantitative Reasoning Quantitative reasoning Internship Assessment (done by internship host)

Mozilla Web 
Literacy; College 
and Career Ready 
Competencies/
Digital-age 
Competencies for 
Entry-level 
Careers

Building

Composing for the web: creating and 
curating content for the web

Inserting hyperlinks into a web page

Embedding multimedia content into a web page

Creating web resources in ways appropriate to 
the medium/genre

Identifying and using HTML tags

Structuring a web page

Remixing: modifying existing web 
resources to create something new

Identifying and using openly-licensed work

Combining multimedia resources

Creating something new on the web using 
existing resources

Design and Accessibility: creating 
universally effective communications 
through web resources

Identifying the different parts of a web page 
using industry-recognized terms

Improving the accessibility of a web page by 
modifying its color scheme and markup

Iterating on a design after feedback from a 
target audience

Reorganizing the structure of a web page to 
improve its hierarchy/conceptual flow

Demonstrating the difference between inline, 
embedded and external CSS

Using CSS tags to change the style and layout of 
a web page

Coding/Scripting: creating interactive 
experiences on the web

Creating interactive experiences on the web

Explaining the differences between client-side 
and server-side scripting

Composing working loops and arrays

Reading and explaining the structure of code

Using a script framework

Adding code comments for clarification and 
attribution

Infrastructure: understanding the 
Internet stack

Understanding and labeling the web stack

Explaining the differences between the web 
and the Internet

Exporting and backing up your data from web 
services

Moving the place(s) where your data is hosted 
on the web

Securing your data against malware and 
computer criminals

Connecting

Sharing with others: creating web 
resources with others

Sharing a resource using an appropriate tool 
and format for the audience

Tracking changes made to co-created web 
resources

Using synchronous and asynchronous tools to 
communicate with web communities, networks 
and groups

Collaborating: providing access to web 
resources

Choosing a web tool to use for a particular 
contribution/collaboration

Co-creating web resources

Configuring notifications to keep up-to-date 
with community spaces and interactions

Community Participation: getting 
involved in web communities and 
understanding their practices

Encouraging participation in web communities

Using constructive criticism in a group or 
community setting

Configuring settings within tools used by online 
communities

Participating in both synchronous and 
asynchronous discussions

Expressing opinions appropriately in web 
discussions

Defining different terminology used within 
online communities

Privacy: examining the consequences 
of sharing data online

Identifying rights retained and removed through 
user agreements

Taking steps to secure non-encrypted 
connections

Explaining ways in which computer criminals 
are able to gain access to user information

Managing the digital footprint of an online 
persona

Identifying and taking steps to keep important 
elements of identity private

Open Practices: helping to keep the 
web democratic and universally 
accessible

Distinguishing between open and closed 
licensing

Making web resources available under an open 
license

Using and sharing files in open, web-friendly 
formats when appropriate

Contributing to an Open Source project

Exploring

Navigation: using software tools to 
browse the web

Accessing the web using the common features 
of web browsers

Using hyperlinks to access a range of resources 
on the web

Reading, evaluating, and manipulating URLs

Recognizing the visual cues in everyday web 
services

Using browser add-ons and extensions to 
provide additional functionality

Web Mechanics: understanding the 
web ecosystem

Using and understanding the differences 
between URLs, IP addresses and search terms

Managing information from various sources on 
the web

Demonstrating the difference between the 
results of varying search strategies

Search: locating information, people 
and resources via the web

Using keywords, search operators, and 
keyboard shortcuts to make web searches more 
efficient
Finding real-time or time-sensitive information 
using a range of search techniques

Locating or finding desired information within 
search results

Synthesizing information found from online 
resources through multiple searches

Credibility: critically evaluating 
information found on the web

Making judgments based on technical and 
design characteristics to assess the credibility 
of information

Researching authorship and ownership of 
websites and their content

Comparing information from a number of 
sources to judge the trustworthiness of content

Discriminating between 'original' and derivative

Security: keeping systems, identities, 
and content safe

Detecting online scams and 'phishing' by 
employing recognized tools and techniques

Encrypting data and communications using 
software and add-ons

Changing the default behavior of websites, add-
ons and extensions to make web browsing more 
secure

ETS (2013)

Problem-solving
Judgment and decision-making; 
complex problem-solving

Fluid Intelligence Information ordering; mathematical 
reasoningTeamwork/Cooperation Cooperation and concern for others

Achievement/Innovation Innovation and originality

Communication Skills Oral expression and written 
comprehension

P21: Framework 
for 21st Century 
Learning

Think Creatively

Use a wide range of idea creation
techniques (such as brainstorming)

Create new and worthwhile ideas 
(both incremental and radical 
concepts)
Elaborate, refine, analyze and 
evaluate one's own ideas in order to 
improve and maximize creative efforts

Work Collaboratively with 
Others

Develop, implement, and 
communicate new ideas to others 
effectively
Be open and responsive to new and 
diverse perspectives

Incorporate group input and feedback 
into the workDemonstrate originality and 
inventiveness in work and understand 
the real world limits of adopting new 
ideas
View failure as an opportunity to learn

Understand that creativity and 
innovation is a long-term, cyclical 
process of small successes and 
frequent mistakes

Implement Innovations

Act on creative ideas to make a 
tangible and useful contribution to the 
field in which the innovation will 
occur

Reason Effectively
Use various types of reasoning 
(inductive, deductive, etc.) as 
appropriate to the situation

Use Systems Thinking
Analyze how parts of a whole interact 
with each other to produce overall 
outcomes in complex systems

Make Judgments and 
Decisions

Effectively analyze and evaluate
evidence, arguments, claims, and 
beliefs
Analyze and evaluate major 
alternative points of view

Synthesize and make connections 
between information and arguments

Interpret information and draw 
conclusions based on the best analysis

Reflect critically on learning 
experiences and processes

Solve Problems

Solve different kinds of non-familiar 
problems in both conventional and 
innovative ways
Identify and ask significant questions
that clarify various points of view and 
lead to better solutions

Communicate Clearly

Articulate thoughts and ideas 
effectively using oral, written and 
nonverbal communication skills in a 
variety of forms and contexts
Listen effectively to decipher 
meaning, including knowledge, values, 
attitudes, and intentions
Use communication for a range of
purposes (e.g. to inform, instruct, 
motivate and persuade)
Utilize multiple media and
technologies, and know how to judge 
their effectiveness a priori as well as 
assess their impact
Communicate effectively in diverse 
environment (including multi-lingual)

Collaborate with Others

Demonstrate ability to work 
effectively and respectfully with 
diverse teams
Exercise flexibility and willingness to
be helpful in making necessary 
compromises to accomplish a common 
goal
Assume shared responsibility for 
collaborative work, and value the 
individual contributions made by each 
team member

Access and Evaluate 
Information

Access information efficiently (time) 
and effectively (sources)

Evaluate information critically and 
competently

Use and Manage Information

Use information accurately and 
creatively for the issue or problem at 
hand
Manage the flow of information from a 
wide variety of sources

Apply a fundamental understanding of 
the ethical/legal issues surrounding 
the access and use of information

Analyze Media

Understand both how and why media 
messages are constructed and for 
what purposes
Examine how individuals interpret
messages differently, how values and 
points of view are included or 
excluded, and how media can 
influence beliefs and behaviors

Apply a fundamental understanding of 
the ethical/legal issues surrounding 
the access and use of media

Create Media Products

Understand and utilize the most 
appropriate media creation tools, 
characteristics and conventions
Understand and effectively utilize the
most appropriate expressions and 
interpretations in diverse, multi-
cultural environments

Apply Technology Effectively

Use technology as a tool to research, 
organize, evaluate, and communicate 
information

Use digital technologies (computers, 
PDAs, media players, GPS, etc.), 
communication/networking tools and 
social networks appropriately to 
access, manage, integrate, evaluate 
and create information to successfully 
function in a knowledge economyApply a fundamental understanding of 
the ethical/legal issues surrounding 
the access and use of information 
technologies

Adapt to Change

Adapt to varied roles, jobs 
responsibilities, schedules, and 
contexts
Work effectively in a climate of 
ambiguity and changing priorities

Be Flexible

Incorporate feedback effectively

Deal positively with praise, setbacks, and criticism

Understand, negotiate and balance 
diverse views and beliefs to reach 
workable solutions, particularly in 
multi-cultural environments

Manage Goals and Time

Set goals with tangible and intangible success criteria

Balance tactical (short-term) and 
strategic (long-term) goals

Utilize time and manage workload 
efficiently

Work Independently
Monitor, define, prioritize and 
complete tasks without direct 
oversight

Be Self-Directed Learners

Go beyond basic mastery of skills and/
or curriculum to explore and expand 
one’s own learning and opportunities 
to gain expertise
Demonstrate initiative to advance skill 
levels towards a professional level

Demonstrate commitment to learning 
as a lifelong process

Reflect critically on past experiences 
in order to inform future progress

Interact Effectively with 
Others

Know when it is appropriate to listen 
and when to speak

Conduct oneself in a respectable, 
professional manner

Work Effectively in Diverse 
Teams

Respect cultural differences and work 
effectively with people from a range 
of social and cultural backgrounds

Respond open-mindedly to different 
ideas and values

Leverage social and cultural 
differences to create new ideas and 
increase both innovation and quality 
of work

Manage Projects

Set and meet goals, even in the face 
of obstacles and competing pressures

Prioritize, plan and manage work to 
achieve the intended result

Produce Results

Demonstrate additional attributes 
associated with producing high quality 
products including the abilities to: 
- Work positively and ethically
- Manage time and projects effectively
- Multi-task
- Participate actively, as well as be
reliable and punctual
- Present oneself professionally and
with proper etiquette
- Collaborate and cooperate
effectively with teams
- Respect and appreciate team
diversity
- Be accountable for results

Guide and Lead Others

Use interpersonal and problem-solving 
skills to influence and guide others 
toward a goal
Leverage strengths of others to 
accomplish a common goal

Inspire others to reach their very best 
via example and selflessness

Demonstrate integrity and ethical 
behavior in using influence and power

Be Responsible to Others
Act responsibly with the interests of 
the larger community in mind

Aspen Task Force 
on Learning and 
Internet: Digital 
Age Literacies 
(2014)

Media Literacy

Ability to understand, interpret and 
use different forms of media: books, 
hypertext, videos, podcasts and much 
more
Skills for searching and producing as 
well as consuming

An understanding of the intricacies of 
intellectual property, from respecting 
copyrights to the importance of fair 
use to the ability to share, with 
attribution, under a Creative 
Commons license

Digital Literacy

Fluency in the use and security of 
interactive digital tools and 
searchable networks

Ability to use digital tools and 
networks safely and effectively for 
learning, collaborating, and producing

Social and Emotional Literacy

Ability to understand and manage 
emotionsAbility to feel and show empathy for 
othersAbility to make responsible decisions

CASEL: Core 
Competencies of 
Social and 
Emotional 
Learning

Self-Awareness

Accurately recognize one's emotions 
and thoughts and their influence on 
behavior
Accurately assessing one's strengths
and limitationsPossessing a well-grounded sense of
confidence and optimism

Self-Management

Regulating one's emotions, thoughts 
and behaviors effectively in different 
situations
Managing stress and controlling
impulsesMotivating oneself and setting and 
working toward achieving personal and 
academic goals

Social Awareness

Taking perspective of and empathizing 
with others from diverse backgrounds 
and cultures
Understanding social and ethical
norms for behaviorRecognizing family, school, and
community resources and supports

Relationship Skills

Establishing and maintaining healthy 
and rewarding relationships with 
diverse individuals and groups

Communicating clearly

Listening actively

Cooperating

Resisting inappropriate social pressure

Negotiating conflict constructively

Seeking and offering help when 
needed

Responsible Decision Making

Making constructive and respectful 
choices about personal behavior and 
social interactions based on 
consideration of ethical standards, 
social norms, realistic evaluations of 
consequences of various actions, and 
the well-being of others

Renee Hobbs: 
Digital and Media 
Literacy Essential 
Competencies 
(2010)

Access

Finding and using media and 
technology tools skillfully

Sharing appropriate and relevant 
information with others

Analyze and Evaluate

Comprehending messages and using 
critical thinking to analyze message 
quality, veracity, credibility, and point 
of view

Considering potential effects or 
consequences of messages

Create

Composing or generating content using 
creativity and confidence in self-
expression
Having awareness of purpose,
audience, and competition techniques

Reflect

Applying social responsibility and 
ethical principles to one's own identity 
and lived experience, communication 
behavior, and conduct

Act

Working individually and 
collaboratively to share knowledge 
and solve problems in the family, the 
workplace, and the community

Participating as a member of a 
community at local, regional, 
national, and international levels

Henry Jenkins: 
New Media 
Literacy Skills 
(2006)

Play
Experimenting with one's surroundings 
as a form of problem-solving

Performance
Adopting alternative identities for the 
purpose of improvisation and 
discovery

Simulation
Interpreting and constructing dynamic 
models of real-world processes

Appropriation Meaningfully sampling and remixing 
media content

Multitasking
Scanning one's environment and 
shifting focus as needed to salient 
details

Distributed Cognition
Interacting meaningfully with tools 
that expand mental capacities

Collective Intelligence
Pooling knowledge and comparing 
notes with others toward common 
goals

Judgment
Evaluating the reliability and
credibility of different information 
sources

Transmedia Navigation
Following the flow of stories and 
information across multiple modalities

Networking
Searching for, synthesizing, and 
disseminating information

Negotiation

Traveling across diverse communities, 
discerning and respecting multiple 
perspectives, and grasping and 
following alternative norms

ACTE: 
Employability 
Skills (2010)

Critical thinking and problem 
solving

Oral Communication

Written Communication

Creativity

Adaptability

Diversity

Continuous Learning

Teamwork/Collaboration

Responsibility

Professionalism/Ethics

Technology Use

Assessing 21st 
Century Skills- 

NRC (2011)

Non-routine Problem Solving

Using expert thinking to examine a 
broad span of information, recognize 
patterns, and narrow the information 
to reach a diagnosis of the problem
Knowing how information is linked 
conceptuallyHaving metacognition—the ability to 
reflect on whether a problem-solving 
strategy is working and to switch to 
another strategy if it is not working
Using creativity to generate new and 
innovative solutions

Integrating seemingly unrelated 
informationEntertaining possibilities that others 
may miss

Systems Thinking

Understanding how an entire system 
works; how an action, change, or 
malfunction in one part of the system 
affects the rest of the system
Using judgment and decision making, 
systems analysis, and systems 
evaluation as well as an abstract 
reasoning about how the different 
elements of a work process interact

Active Listening

Paying close attention to what is being 
saidAsking the other party to explain 
exactly what he or she means

Requesting that ambiguous ideas or 
statements are repeated

Oral Communication Sending verbal messages 
constructivelyWritten Communication Writing clearly and appropriately

Assertive Communication

Directly expressing one’s feelings, 
preferences, needs, and opinions in a 
way that is neither threatening nor 
punishing to another person

Nonverbal Communication

Reinforcing or replacing spoken 
communication through the use of 
body language, gestures, voice, or 
artifacts

Cooperation and Coordination

Understanding and working with 
others in groups or teams

Offering help to those who need it

Pacing activities to fit the needs of 
the team

Trust

An individual’s faith or belief in the 
integrity or reliability of another 
person or thing

Being vulnerable to the actions of 
another party based on the 
expectation that certain actions 
important to the trust will be 
performed

Intercultural Sensitivity

Having a set of basic individual 
predispositions and an inclination to 
provide service

Being courteous and helpful in dealing 
with customers, clients, and 
associates

Service Orientation

Process of attempting to influence the 
reactions and images people have of 
them and their ideas

Social Influence

Guiding people toward the adoption of 
specific behaviors, beliefs, or 
attitudes

Influencing the distribution of 
advantages and disadvantages within 
an organization through one’s actions

Conflict Resolution and 
Negotiation

Advocating one’s position with an 
open mindNot taking personally other members’ 
disagreementPutting oneself in the other’s shoes

Following rational argument and 
avoiding premature evaluation

Trying to synthesize the best ideas 
from all viewpoints and perspectives

Adaptability

Coping with uncertain, new, and 
rapidly changing conditions on the job

Responding effectively to emergencies 
or crisis situations and learning new 
tasks, technologies, and procedures

Handling work stress

Adapting to different personalities, 
communication styles, and cultures

Having physical adaptability to various 
indoor or outdoor work environments

Self-Management / Self-
Development

Working remotely, in virtual teams, 
and autonomously

Being self-motivating and self-
monitoringAcquiring new information and skills 
related to work

OECD Adult Skills 
Survey: Key 
Competencies 
(2013)

Communication
Reading, writing, oral communication, 
proficiency in foreign languages

Information Processing Thinking skills, managing information

Problem Solving

Recognizing problems and devising and 
implementing a plan of action, 
discovering a rule or principle 
underlying the relationship between 
two or more objects and applying it 
when solving a problem

Learning
Learning to learn, reflexivity, 
effective management of one’s own 
learning

Mathematics
Using numbers, reasoning 
mathematically, communicating in 
mathematical language

Interpersonal

Team work, cultural sensitivity, 
working with others, relating to 
customers, negotiating, 
participate in projects and tasks

Self-Regulation
Self-awareness, reflexivity, meta-
cognition, adaptability, coping with 
stress

Management
Planning (self and others), 
organization, responsibility

Creativity and 
Entrepreneurship

Initiative, creativity, ability to assess 
and take risks

Information and 
Communication Technology

Work with a variety of technologies, 
use IT to organize data

National Network 
of Business and 
Industry 
Associations (led 
by ACT 
Foundation and 
Business 
Roundtable)

Integrity: Treating others with 
honesty, fairness, respect

Demonstrate respect for company's 
time and property

Accept responsibility for one's 
decisions and actions

Initiative: Demonstrating a 
willingness to work and seek 
out new work challenges

Take initiative in seeking out new 
responsibilities and work challenges, 
increasing the variety and scope of 
one's job

Pursue work with energy, drive, and 
effort to accomplish tasks

Establish and maintain personally 
challenging but realistic work goals

Strive to exceed standards and 
expectations

Dependability and Reliability: 
Displaying responsible 
behaviors at work

Behave consistently, predictably, and 
reliablyFulfill obligations, complete
assignments, and meet deadlines

Follow written and verbal directions

Comply with an organization's rules, 
policies, and procedures

Demonstrate regular and punctual 
attendance

Adaptability: Displaying the 
capability to adapt to new, 
different or changing 
requirements

Be open to learning and considering 
new ways of doing things

Actively seek out and carefully 
consider the merits of new approaches 
to work

Embrace new approaches when 
appropriate and discard approaches 
that are no longer working 
Effectively change plans, goals,
actions, or priorities to deal with 
changing situations

Professionalism: Maintaining a 
professional demeanor at 
work

Demonstrate self-control by 
maintaining composure and keeping 
emotions in check even in difficult 
situations

Maintain professional appearance by 
dressing appropriately for the job and 
maintaining personal hygiene

Use professional language when 
speaking with supervisors, co-workers, 
and customers

Maintain a positive attitude

Take ownership of one's work

Teamwork: Demonstrating the 
ability to work effectively 
with others

Establish a high degree of trust and 
credibility with others

Interact professionally and 
respectfully with supervisors and co-
workers
Develop constructive working 
relationships and maintain them

Use appropriate strategies and 
solutions for dealing with conflicts and 
differences to maintain a smooth 
workflow 

Demonstrate sensitivity and empathy

Communication: Maintaining 
open lines of communication 
with others

Listen to and consider others’ 
viewpointsRecognize and interpret the verbal
and nonverbal behavior of others

Speak clearly, in precise language and 
in a logical, organized and coherent 
manner

Respect: Working effectively 
with those who have diverse 
backgrounds

Demonstrate sensitivity and respect 
for the opinions, perspectives, 
customs and individual differences of 
others

Be flexible and open-minded when 
dealing with a wide range of people

Value diversity of approaches and 
ideas

Reading: Understanding 
written sentences and 
paragraphs in work-related 
documents

Read and comprehend work-related 
instructions and policies, memos, 
bulletins, notices, letters, policy 
manuals and governmental regulations

Read and comprehend documents 
ranging from simple and 
straightforward to more complex and 
detailed

Attain meaning and comprehend core 
ideas from written materials

Integrate what is learned from written 
materials with prior knowledge

Apply what is learned from written 
material to work situations

Writing: Using standard 
English to cleanly 
communicate thoughts, ideas, 
and information in written 
form

Prepare written materials that are 
easy to understand using correct 
wording
Communicate thoughts, ideas,
information, messages, and other 
written information in a logical, 
organized, and coherent manner

Use correct grammar, spelling, 
punctuation, and capitalization

Write in a factual manner in a tone 
appropriate for the target audience in 
multiple formats

Mathematics: Using 
mathematics to solve 
problems

Add, subtract, multiply, and divide 
whole numbers, fractions, decimals 
and percents

Convert decimals to fractions; convert 
fractions to percents

Calculate averages, ratios, proportions 
and ratesTake measurement of time, 
temperature, distance, length, width, 
height, weight; convert one 
measurement to another

Translate practical problems into 
useful mathematical expressions

Science: Knowing and 
applying scientific principles 
and methods to solve 
problems

Understand basic scientific principles

Understand the scientific method

Apply basic scientific principles to 
solve problems and complete tasks

Technology: Using information 
technology and related 
applications to convey and 
retrieve information

Understand common computer 
terminologyUse scroll bars, a mouse and dialog 
boxes to work within the computer’s 
operating system

Access and switch between 
applications and files of interest

Adhere to standard conventions for 
safeguarding privacy and security

Navigate the Internet to find 
informationOpen and configure standard browsers

Use searches, hypertext references 
and transfer protocols

Send and retrieve electronic mail 
(email)

Critical thinking: Using logical 
thought processes to analyze 
and draw conclusions

Identify inconsistent or missing 
informationCritically review, analyze, synthesize,
compare, and interpret information

Draw conclusions from relevant and/or 
missing information

Test possible hypotheses to ensure the 
problem is correctly diagnosed and the 
best solution is found

Planning and Organizing: 
Prioritizing work to manage 
time effectively and 
accomplish assigned tasks

Plan and schedule tasks so that work is 
completed on time

Prioritize various competing tasks 

Demonstrate the effectiveness 
allocation of time and resources 
efficiently

Take necessary corrective action when 
projects go off track

Problem Solving: 
Demonstrating ability to 
generate, evaluate, and 
implement solutions

Have and ability to identify and define 
the problemCommunicate the problem to
appropriate personnel

Be capable of generating possible 
solutionsHave the ability to choose and 
implement a solution

Decision Making: Critical 
thinking to solve problems 
encountered in the workplace

Identify and prioritize the key issues 
involved to facilitate the decision 
making process
Anticipate the consequences of
decisionsInvolve people appropriately in
decisions that may impact them

Quickly respond with the back-up plan 
if a decision goes amiss

Business Fundamentals: 
Having fundamental 
knowledge of the organization 
and the industry

Understand the importance of one's 
role in the functioning of the company 
and the potential impact one's 
performance can have on the success 
of the organization

Recognize the importance of 
maintaining privacy and 
confidentiality of company 
information, as well as that of 
customers and co-workers, and comply 
with intellectual property laws

Understand the significance of 
maintaining a healthful and safe 
environment and report any 
violations/discrepancies to 

Customer Focus: Actively look 
for ways to identify market 
demands and meet customer 
needs

Understand and anticipate customer 
needsProvide personalized service with 
prompt and efficient responses to 
meet the requirements, requests, and 
concerns of customers or clients

Be pleasant, courteous and 
professional when dealing with 
internal and external customers or 
clients

Evaluate customer or client 
satisfaction

Working with Tools and 
Technology: Selecting, using, 
maintaining tools and 
technology to facilitate work 
activity

Identify, select, and use appropriate 
tools and technological solutions to 
frequently encountered problems

Carefully consider which tools or 
technological solutions are 
appropriate for a given job, and 
consistently choose the best tool or 
technological solution for the problem 
at hand

Operate tools and equipment in 
accordance with established operating 
procedures and safety standards

Seek out opportunities to improve 
knowledge of tools and technologies 
that may assist in streamlining work 
and improving productivity

RAND Report 
(cross-referenced 
to IES Social-
Behavioral 
Research)

Collaboration and Oral 
Communications (RAND)

Social Skills: Skills needed to 
positively interact and communicate 
with peers, teachers, and other school 
staff

Social Behaviors: Positive social 
behaviors associated with learning 
(e.g., on-task following instructions, 
collaboration)

School Climate and School Safety: 
Schoolwide programs to address 
improved behavior, including 
communication and collaboration

Transitions: Improving student 
transitions to kindergarten with school 
readiness skills; improving transitions 
to high school with academic, social 
and behavioral competencies; self-
determination

Learning-to-Learn and 
Academic Mindsets (RAND)

Student Dispositions and Attitudes: 
Executive function, self-regulation, 
academic mindset, engagement and 
motivation, perseverance, grit

ConnectED    
(Sampled from 
rubrics in the 

ConnectED 
rubrics banks)

Critical Thinking / Problem 
Solving  

Draws specific connections to develop 
an accurate understanding of the 
problem at hand

Analyzes information or arguments 
from sources taking into account 
author point of view and relevant 
context, and questions and make 
judgments about their credibility

Weighs the relative effectiveness of 
proposed solutions or approaches

Identifies a clear and specific 
problem, challenge, or question to 
investigate
Identifies problem, challenge, or
question based on relevant 
information gathered from an 
authentic, real world context

Asks focused questions to break down 
the problem

Communication 

Uses delivery techniques (posture, 
gesture, eye contact, and vocal 
expressiveness) to make the 
presentation understandable

Asks questions to clarify understanding 
of a speaker's point of view and 
reasoning

Organizational pattern (specific 
introduction and conclusion, 
sequenced material within the body, 
and transitions) is intermittently 
observable within the presentation

Uses appropriate digital media tools 
(e.g., blogs, wikis, video-
conferencing, etc.) to interact with 
peers/experts/global partner but 
communication patterns are not 
collaborative

Language choices are thoughtful and 
generally support the effectiveness of 
the presentation; language in 
presentation is appropriate to 
audience

Supporting materials (explanations, 
examples, illustrations, statistics, 
analogies, quotations from relevant 
authorities) make appropriate 
reference to information or analysis 
that supports the information 

Collaborations / Teamwork    

Demonstrates adequate understanding 
of the essential elements* (e.g., 
values, norms, beliefs, history, 
economy, etc.) of the culture/region 
under study and can clearly discuss 
relevant issues

Offers new suggestions to advance the 
work of the group

Provides assistance and/or 
encouragement to team members

Engages team members in ways that 
facilitate their contributions to 
meetings by restating the views of 
other team members and/or asking 
questions for clarification

Redirects focus toward common 
ground, toward task at hand (away 
from conflict)

Creativity / Innovation        

Creates an entirely new object, 
solution or idea that is appropriate to 
the domain

Connects and synthesizes ideas or 
solutions into a coherent whole

Demonstrates curiosity, flexibility, and 
openness to ambiguity in exploring 
ideas

Incorporates alternate, divergent, or 
contradictory perspectives or ideas in 
a exploratory way. Uses a variety of 
techniques (i.e. brainstorming)

Effectively shapes original ideas into a 
product in an effort to meet 
specifications.
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21ST CENTURY COMPETENCIES AND SKILLS FOR TECHNOLOGY CAREER (e.g. WEB DESIGN PATHWAY)

SOURCE COMPETENCY SKILL

 Mozilla Pathways 
Project

Problem-solving

Isolating a problem through questioning strategies

Documenting steps/actions for clients and teammates

Accessing information and resources on the web that can 
support troubleshooting hardware and software issues

Learning how to identify, gather information, analyze, 
resolve and evaluate an issue

Applying an organized problem solving process when solving 
issues

Applying the steps, strategies, and potential resources for 
systematically troubleshooting issues

Communications & Client 
Service

Identifying a customer’s technology experience level

Communicating well when clients are difficult

Identifying and appropriately responding to common user 
errors

Using open ended questions to gather information

Demonstrating active listening

Reflecting on end-user feedback and responding 
appropriately

Reflecting professional, polite and courteous manner 
through written communications

Identifying actions that threaten trustworthiness

Implementing a Case Tracking system to log client data

Leadership

Managing one's own time

Defining the roles and responsibilities for various jobs

Managing time within a team

Planning and managing a project including time, 
information and customer relations

Teaching others new skills

Assessing individual strengths of a team

Defining multiple styles or types of leadership

Pursuing new skills through trial-and-error (tinkering)

Inquiring about new challenges by pursuing experiences that 
"shed new light"

Empathy

Understanding and applying knowledge of how empathy - 
vs. sympathy - becomes critical to design process

Exploring and deconstructing connections between designed 
objects and users

Connecting the needs of humans to designed interventions

Documenting experience perspectives, unique abilities, and 
constraints of end-users

Analyzing iterations of designed objects and the relationship 
between iteration and efficacy

Design Software

Demonstrating proficiency using image editing and 
manipulation software (Photoshop or equivalent)

Demonstrating proficiency using desktop publishing software 
(In-design or equivalent)

Demonstrating proficiency using vector graphics editing 
software (Illustrator or equivalent)

Graphics

Selecting and utilizing typefaces to support the goal of a 
message or voice of a brand

Drawing or sketching by hand to illustrate basic design 
direction

Applying elements of an established brand across multiple 
graphic design assets

Constructing data graphics with up to 5 dimensions to 
simplify the communication of data

Creating functional style guides to help clients interpret and 
translate design direction into future assets 

Demonstrating consistency across an interface using 
repeatable elements and styles

Applying grids to new designs

Interaction

Defining and indicating the behavior and use of a product in 
prototypes and mock-ups

Anticipating how a user will understand a product through 
visual cues and interactions

Researching precedents and benchmarks to establish design 
direction

Exploring and deconstructing the connection between 
products, people, and contexts (physical, cultural, 
historical)

Expressing how data and information flows through 
applications to affect the end-user

Interview

Applying in-person interview as a user-centered design 
methodology

Using alternative documentation techniques in the course of 
an interview, like sketching

Practicing gleaning information from end-users through 
open-ended vs close-ended questions

Practicing note-taking in the context of an interview

Gleaning design opportunities from environmental and 
behavioral observations

Identifying user-generated work-arounds/hacks in their 
environment as design opportunity

Documenting and using behavior and body language as data 
for informing aspects of design process

Personas

Synthesizing notes and observations from user interviews 
and observations of users’ environment

Utilizing documentation to help “user stories” guide design 
and, later, aide in telling a design story

Crafting a design persona to guide ongoing iterations

Applying documentation to develop design tools that guide 
ideation

Framing interview data objectively

Brainstorm

Crafting How-Might-We Questions as a device for balancing 
constraints and opportunities

Practicing brainstorming and abiding by rules for effective 
brainstorming

Documenting ideas of a brainstorm as a method for guiding 
the process of ideation

Design Argument

Preparing and deliver a creative design pitch to engage 
stakeholders

Producing a rapid prototype of a design idea

Synthesizing research documentation to form a cogent 
design argument

Receiving and offering critical feedback through peer 
review

Constructing project budgets that reflect client goals

Iteration

Producing rapid prototypes using accessible materials to 
better understand design problems

Evolving design concepts through iteration

Exploring form factor and relationship between materials 
final form

Planning production schedules for prototyping and feedback

Applying design feedback to a specific design and produced 
worked versions that mark refinement of original design 
ideas

Utilizing multiple sources to document phases of design 
work

Using wireframes to demonstrate desired makeup of 
designed space

Playtest

Conducting playtesting sessions with end-users

Utilizing observation as a research technique during testing 
sessions

Practicing interview techniques during playtesting to 
acquire necessary feedback

Pitch

Delivering a comprehensive design pitch that illustrates 
design story and working prototype

Developing and delivering a product demo

Designing and building a project display to illustrate a 
design story offline

Designing and developing a visual story using digital tools to 
accompany a design pitch using

Receiving and offering critical feedback related to design 
pitches through peer review

Programming Design

Expressing familiarity with JavaScript and understanding the 
range of its capacities and limitations

Expressing familiarity with CSS and understanding the range 
of its capacities and limitations

Expressing familiarity with HTML and understanding the 
range of its capacities and limitations

Expressing familiarity with JQuery and understanding the 
range of its capacities and limitations

Expressing familiarity with API and understanding the range 
of its capacities and limitations

Using 3rd-party .js tools, e.g. skroll.js or skrollr.js to 
integrate JavaScript into design work
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Common Core State Standards College and Career Ready Definition

SOURCE COMPETENCY SKILLS (ELA STANDARDS) SKILL (MATH STANDARDS)

Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills. "A Guide 
to Aligning the Common 

Core State Standards 
with the Framework for 

21st Century 
Skills"        (Endorsed by 

the 21st Century 
Coalition for CA)

Critical Thinking  and Problem 
Solving

Respond to the varying demands of audience, 
task, purpose, and discipline

Make sense of problems and persevere in 
solving them

Reason abstractly and quantitatively

Model with mathematics

Look for and make use of structure

Oral Communication
Comprehend and critique oral arguments Construct viable arguments and critique 

the reasoning of othersPresent information clearly 

Information Literacy Value evidence

Attend to precision

Look for and express regularity in repeated 
reasoning

Information, Media, and 
Technology Skills

Use technology and digital media strategically 
and capably

Use appropriate tools strategically

Global Awareness
Come to understand other perspectives and 
cultures

Reasoning and problem-solving in real 
world contexts

Creativity and Innovation 

Creative writing Algebraic thinking and geometry 

Create and deliver clear and compelling 
presentations

Statistics and probability and modeling

Self-direction and Perseverance

Reading lengthy and complex texts
Solving complex and multifaceted 
problems

Conducting rigorous research

Writing longer texts
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Framework Definition

Next 
Generation 
Science 
Standards

Practices The practices describe behaviors that 
scientists engage in as they investigate and 
build models and theories about the natural 
world and the key set of engineering 
practices that engineers use as they design 
and build models and systems.

Cross-cutting 
concepts

Crosscutting concepts have application 
across all domains of science. As such, they 
are a way of linking the different domains of 
science. They include: Patterns, similarity, 
and diversity; Cause and effect; Scale, 
proportion and quantity; Systems and system 
models; Energy and matter; Structure and 
function; Stability and change. 

Disciplinary Core 
Ideas

Disciplinary ideas are grouped in four 
domains: the physical sciences; the life 
sciences; the earth and space sciences; and 
engineering, technology and applications of 
science.
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Resources Competency Definition

Afterschool Alliance; Research+Practice 
Collaboratory Initiative (NSF); National 
Academy of Engineering and the 
National Research Council

Scientific Inquiry Formulation of a question that can 
then be answered through investigation

Experimental / 
Engineer Design

Formulation of a problem that can 
then be solved through design

Data Analysis Ability to research a topic, develop a 
plan, and draw conclusion from 
research results

Computer Modeling 
and Simulation

Use of a computer program to simulate 
what might or what did happen in a 
given situation; can be used in many 
ways to simulate real world situations 
in fields such as astronomy, economics, 
physics and biology.

Scientific Thinking Refers to the skills, processes, and 
methods of breaking down a complex 
scientific system into smaller parts, 
recognizing cause and effect 
relationships, and defending opinions 
using facts.

Technical Skills Ability to troubleshoot the source of a 
problem, make a repair/debug, and 
capabilities to stay current on 
appropriate software/equipment 

Attention to Detail Ability to follow a standard blueprint, 
record data accurately, write 
instructions accurately.

Problem Solving Identifies a clear and specific problem, 
challenge, or question to investigate; 
lays out viable solutions and relative 
cost-benefit associated with them.

Critical Thinking Draws connections between concepts 
and practices. 

Team work / 
Collaboration

Ability to work well in a project setting 
and interact effectively with project 
partners

Communication / 
Public Speaking

Listen to customer needs and respond 
appropriately; make clear and 
audience-appropriate presentations.

Innovation Ability to develop new ideas and solve 
problems creatively
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College and Career Ready Competencies / Digital-age Competencies 

Competency 21st Century Skills / Web Literacies Common Core State Standards Technology STEM Evidence

Critical Thinking / 
Problem Solving   

Exercises sound reasoning and analytical 
thinking

Responds to the varying demands 
of audience, task, purpose, and 
discipline

Isolates a problem through questioning strategies

Draws connections 
between concepts and 
practices. 

Analyzes evidence
Makes sense of problems and 
perseveres in solving them

Documents steps/actions for clients and 
teammates

Uses knowledge, facts, and data to solve 
workplace problems

Reasons abstractly and 
quantitatively

Accesses information and resources on the web 
that can support troubleshooting hardware and 
software issues

Formulates problems

Models with mathematics
Learns how to identify, gather information, 
analyze, resolve and evaluate an issue

Looks for and makes use of 
structure

Applying an organized problem solving process 
when solving issues

Applying the steps, strategies, and potential 
resources for systematically troubleshooting issues

Communication 

Delivers effective presentations Presents information clearly 
Identifying a customer’s technology experience 
level

Listen to customer needs 
and respond 
appropriately; make clear 
and audience-appropriate 
presentations.

Listens actively
Comprehends and critiques oral 
arguments

Demonstrating active listening

Using open ended questions to gather information

Organizes information effectively for a 
range of communication needs

Constructs viable arguments and 
critiques 

Utilizes multiple media and technologies
Understands and makes use of 
appropriate media and sources

Identifying and appropriately responding to 
common user errors

Implementing a Case Tracking system to log client 
data

Communicates effectively in diverse 
environment 

Communicating well when clients are difficult

Reflecting on end-user feedback and responding 
appropriately

Collaborations / 
Teamwork       

Demonstrates ability to work diverse 
teams

Group work, collaborative work, 
and collaborative discussions are a 
part of every standard for every 
grade level

Sharing with others: Creating web resources with 
others

Ability to work well in a 
project setting and 
interact effectively with 
project partners

Exercises flexibility and willingness to be 
helpful to accomplish a common goal

Collaborating: Providing access to web resources

Assumes shared responsibility for 
collaborative work

Community Participation: Getting involved in web 
communities and understanding their practices

Interacts professionally and respectfully 
in the workplace

Privacy: Examining the consequences of sharing 
data online

Uses appropriate conflict resolution 
strategies 

Open Practices: Helping to keep the web 
democratic and universally accessible

Creativity / 
Innovation        

Demonstrates originality and 
inventiveness in work

Creative writing
Composing for the web: Creating and curating 
content for the web

Ability to develop new 
ideas and solve problems 
creatively

Integrates knowledge across disciplines Algebraic thinking and geometry 
Design and Accessibility: Creating universally 
effective communications through web resources

Explores new or worthwhile ideas 
Statistics, probability, and 
modeling

Coding/Scripting: Creating interactive experiences 
on the web

Integrates diverse viewpoints

Transforms ideas to meet goals

Demonstrates commitment to learning as 
a lifelong process

Reflects critically on past experiences 

Mozilla Web 
Literacies           

(Evidence cited 
from Mozilla Web 

Literacy Map)

(BUILDING) Composing for the web: 
creating and curating content for the 
web

Inserting hyperlinks into a web page Inserting hyperlinks into a 
web page

Embedding multimedia content into a web page Embedding multimedia 
content into a web page

Creating web resources in ways appropriate to the 
medium/genre

Creating web resources in 
ways appropriate to the 
medium/genre

Identifying and using HTML tags Identifying and using HTML 
tags

Structuring a web page Structuring a web page

(BUILDING) Remixing: modifying existing 
web resources to create something new

Identifying and using openly-licensed work Identifying and using openly-
licensed work

Combining multimedia resources Combining multimedia 
resources

Creating something new on the web using existing 
resources

Creating something new on 
the web using existing 
resources

(BUILDING) Design and Accessibility: 
creating universally effective 
communications through web resources

Identifying the different parts of a web page using 
industry-recognized terms

Identifying the different parts 
of a web page using industry-
recognized termsImproving the accessibility of a web page by 

modifying its color scheme and markup
Improving the accessibility of 
a web page by modifying its 
color scheme and markupIterating on a design after feedback from a target 

audience
Iterating on a design after 
feedback from a target 
audienceReorganizing the structure of a web page to 

improve its hierarchy/conceptual flow
Reorganizing the structure of 
a web page to improve its 
hierarchy/conceptual flowDemonstrating the difference between inline, 

embedded and external CSS
Demonstrating the difference 
between inline, embedded 
and external CSSUsing CSS tags to change the style and layout of a 

Web page
Using CSS tags to change the 
style and layout of a Web 
page

(BUILDING) Coding/Scripting: creating 
interactive experiences on the web

Creating interactive experiences on the web Creating interactive 
experiences on the web

Explaining the differences between client-side and 
server-side scripting

Explaining the differences 
between client-side and 
server-side scripting

Composing working loops and arrays Composing working loops and 
arrays

Reading and explaining the structure of code Reading and explaining the 
structure of code

Using a script framework Using a script framework

Adding code comments for clarification and 
attribution

Adding code comments for 
clarification and attribution

(BUILDING) Infrastructure: understanding 
the Internet stack

Understanding and labeling the web stack Understanding and labeling 
the web stack

Explaining the differences between the web and 
the Internet

Explaining the differences 
between the web and the 
InternetExporting and backing up your data from web 

services
Exporting and backing up your 
data from web services

Moving the place(s) where your data is hosted on 
the web

Moving the place(s) where 
your data is hosted on the 
webSecuring your data against malware and computer 

criminals
Securing your data against 
malware and computer 
criminals

(CONNECTING) Sharing with others: 
creating web resources with others

Sharing a resource using an appropriate tool and 
format for the audience

Sharing a resource using an
appropriate tool and format 
for the audienceTracking changes made to co-created Web 

resources
Tracking changes made to co-
created web resources

Using synchronous and asynchronous tools to 
communicate with Web communities, networks 
and groups

Using synchronous and 
asynchronous tools to 
communicate with web 
communities, networks and 

(CONNECTING) Collaborating: providing 
access to web resources

Choosing a Web tool to use for a particular 
contribution/collaboration

Choosing a web tool to use for 
a particular contribution/
collaboration

Co-creating Web resources Co-creating web resources

Configuring notifications to keep up-to-date with 
community spaces and interactions

Configuring notifications to 
keep up-to-date with 
community spaces and 

(CONNECTING) Community Participation: 
getting involved in web communities and 
understanding their practices

Encouraging participation in web communities Encouraging participation in 
web communities

Using constructive criticism in a group or 
community setting

Using constructive criticism in 
a group or community setting

Configuring settings within tools used by online 
communities

Configuring settings within 
tools used by online 
communitiesParticipating in both synchronous and 

asynchronous discussions
Participating in both
synchronous and asynchronous 
discussionsExpressing opinions appropriately in web 

discussions
Expressing opinions
appropriately in web 
discussionsDefining different terminology used within online 

communities
Defining different terminology 
used within online 
communities

(CONNECTING) Privacy: examining the 
consequences of sharing data online

Identifying rights retained and removed through 
user agreements

Identifying rights retained and 
removed through user 
agreements

Taking steps to secure non-encrypted connections Taking steps to secure non-
encrypted connections

Explaining ways in which computer criminals are 
able to gain access to user information

Explaining ways in which 
computer criminals are able 
to gain access to user 

Managing the digital footprint of an online persona Managing the digital footprint 
of an online persona

Identifying and taking steps to keep important 
elements of

Identifying and taking steps to 
keep important elements of 
identity private

(CONNECTING) Open Practices: helping to 
keep the web democratic and universally 
accessible

Distinguishing between open and closed licensing Distinguishing between open 
and closed licensing

Making web resources available under an open 
license

Making web resources 
available under an open 
licenseUsing and sharing files in open, web-friendly 

formats when appropriate
Using and sharing files in
open, web-friendly formats 
when appropriate

Contributing to an Open Source project Contributing to an Open 
Source project

(EXPLORING) Navigation: using software 
tools to browse the web

Accessing the web using the common features of 
web browsers

Accessing the web using the 
common features of web 
browsersUsing hyperlinks to access a range of resources on 

the web
Using hyperlinks to access a
range of resources on the web

Reading, evaluating, and manipulating URLs Reading, evaluating, and 
manipulating URLs

Recognizing the visual cues in everyday web 
services

Recognizing the visual cues in 
everyday web services

Using browser add-ons and extensions to provide 
additional functionality

Using browser add-ons and 
extensions to provide 
additional functionality

(EXPLORING) Web Mechanics: 
understanding the web ecosystem

Using and understanding the differences between 
URLs, IP addresses and search terms

Using and understanding the
differences between URLs, IP 
addresses and search termsManaging information from various sources on the 

web
Managing information from 
various sources on the web

Demonstrating the difference between the results 
of varying search strategies

Demonstrating the difference 
between the results of varying 
search strategies

(EXPLORING) Search: locating 
information, people and resources via 
the web

Using keywords, search operators, and keyboard 
shortcuts to make web searches more efficient

Using keywords, search
operators, and keyboard 
shortcuts to make web Finding real-time or time-sensitive information 

using a range of search techniques
Finding real-time or time-
sensitive information using a 
range of search techniquesLocating or finding desired information within 

search results
Locating or finding desired 
information within search 
resultsSynthesizing information found from online 

resources through multiple searches
Synthesizing information
found from online resources 
through multiple searches

(EXPLORING) Credibility: critically 
evaluating information found on the web

Making judgments based on technical and design 
characteristics to assess the credibility of 
information

Making judgments based on 
technical and design 
characteristics to assess the Researching authorship and ownership of websites 

and their content
Researching authorship and 
ownership of websites and 
their contentComparing information from a number of sources 

to judge the trustworthiness of content
Comparing information from a 
number of sources to judge 
the trustworthiness of content

Discriminating between 'original' and derivative Discriminating between 
'original' and derivative

(EXPLORING) Security: keeping systems, 
identities, and content safe

Detecting online scams and 'phishing' by employing 
recognized tools and techniques

Detecting online scams and 
'phishing' by employing 
recognized tools and Encrypting data and communications using 

software and add-ons
Encrypting data and 
communications using 
software and add-onsChanging the default behavior of websites, add-

ons and extensions to make web browsing more 
secure

Changing the default behavior 
of websites, add-ons and 
extensions to make web 
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