Robert L. Fried

Associate Professor

School of Education – College of Arts & Sciences

Northeastern University

39 Lake Hall

r.fried@neu.edu

617-373-8863

The Effect of Cooperative Education and Internships on the Students’ Understanding of the System Dynamics Prevalent in their Placements

I would like to research the effect of co-op placements in the human services and in education internships in area schools on the ability of Northeastern University students to understand the systems in which they work, and the extent to which they are able to apply “systems thinking” to their academic work once they return to the University.  Students, in my experience, remain largely ignorant of the political and moral climates of their co-op jobs and internship placements.  Understandably, they tend to view such experiences through a personal lens: Were the people there nice to me?  Did they help me fit in?  Did I learn useful skills I can draw on as I prepare for my intended career?  They may even wonder about the efficacy of the organization: Is it doing a good job?  Is it serving the people it is meant to serve?  Would I feel good about getting a job in this organization?  

But I suspect that co-op and internship students are less often encouraged to probe issues such as: Are employees of this organization treated well, encouraged to grow professionally?  Is the organization focused too heavily on the needs of its employees, rather than on the needs of its clients?  How does this organization relate to the surrounding community? How does this organization reflect my own values regarding notions of equity, social justice, civic responsibility, etc.?  I hope that my research might lead co-op students and student interns to anticipate the systems nature of their placements by, at a minimum, asking themselves at the start of their placement: What kind of an organization is this?  How do I relate to its norms, its culture, its mission?  Going further, they might investigate the vertical and/or horizontal aspects of its leadership and decision-making procedures.  It is my hope that by anticipating and raising issues similar to these, we can bring a systems understanding into the co-op and teaching internship experience.

