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Objective: 
Although the significant effects of child life interventions have now been 
well-documented, few studies have examined the personal and professional 
characteristics of the individuals who aim to enter the child life profession. The purpose 
of this convergent, parallel mixed-methods study was to describe the engagement, 
motivation, and burnout of aspiring child life professionals. 

Method: 
Participants completed validated assessments on academic engagement, motivation, and 
burnout as well as a survey and semi-structured interview about their experiences 
pursuing child life internship. 

Results: 
Analyses indicated emerging child life professionals are highly engaged, 
mastery-approach oriented individuals who display some signs of burnout, like 
exhaustion. Academic engagement scores appeared to relate to personal characteristics 
and experiences, interactive learning experiences, and opportunities to interact with 
stakeholders, while motivation was related to alignment between personal characteristics 
and child life work, the desire to prevent distress in pediatric patients, and a hope to 
contribute to the profession. The cognitive and emotional loads of seeking internship 
placement were found to contribute to burnout, as well as difficulty accessing 
information, high financial costs, and limited emotional supports. 

Conclusion: 
Findings of the study suggest that emerging professionals need access to information, 
financial support, mentorship from academic and clinical professionals, and a community 
of support to succeed in entering the child life profession. 
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First emerging in the early 1920s (Turner & Brown, 
2014), the child life profession and its impacts on children 
and families have grown and evolved alongside pediatric 
healthcare paradigms and practices (Boles et al., 2020). 
Some of these adjustments have been clinical in scope, as 
child life service provision has extended into alternative 

settings and private practice (Smith et al., 2023). Other ar
eas of growth have been pre-clinical, with the implemen
tation of a formal certification process and modifications 
to the eligibility criteria for obtaining certification (Child 
Life Certification Commission, 2022). Each alteration has 
affected all child life stakeholders, from students to clin
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ical internship coordinators (Sisk et al., 2023), while also 
ushering in needed adaptations and improvements. Though 
Certified Child Life Specialists (CCLS) often have an array 
of professional and organizational networks from which to 
seek support in times of transition, the same cannot yet be 
said for emerging child life professionals who are often, but 
not always, students. In fact, little is known about the expe
riences and motivations of emerging child life profession
als in general, yet this information is critical to anticipating 
the emerging landscape of the child life profession and the 
barriers and opportunities that may lie ahead. 

Literature Review   

Aside from some preliminary descriptive work on very 
specific subgroups of emerging child life professionals 
(Adelson et al., 2022; Gourley et al., 2023), much of the 
current discourse on their needs and experiences entering 
the child life profession exists in social media, unpublished 
theses, and conference presentations and posters. The 
amount of attention the topic has garnered demonstrates 
high interest, yet there is minimal-to-no data to inform 
knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and practices of emerging 
child life professionals and the CCLS with whom they may 
someday train or work alongside. As a particularly clear ex
ample of this phenomenon, online forums and social me
dia pages may offer information, mentorship, and support 
for emerging professionals (Adelson et al., 2022). At the 
same time, these outlets can promote negative narratives 
or stereotypes without key evidence an audience of con
sumers needs to draw an accurate conclusion. The latter 
may then contribute to biased perceptions, unrealistic ex
pectations, or even dampened aspirations for those reading 
and engaging online. 

In the current moment, there are varied and often com
plex pathways to child life certification depending on access 
to and achievements in academic and community-based 
settings (Child Life Certification Commission, 2023). For 
some emerging professionals, financial resources have been 
a primary consideration in the pursuit of child life certi
fication (Gourley et al., 2023; Hammond, 2021); whereas, 
the likely need to relocate for clinical training experiences 
may be a significant barrier for emerging professionals with 
family responsibilities and employment commitments (Sisk 
et al., 2023). Especially pertinent in today’s context, the 
COVID-19 pandemic also presented difficulties for both 
practicing child life professionals (Jenkins et al., 2023) and 
emerging professionals by suspending or constraining clin
ical training and volunteer opportunities needed for certifi
cation eligibility. 

Despite these many considerations, barriers, and the dy
namic process of the pursuit of the child life profession, 
students and individuals alike have identified, adapted to, 
and sought to break down barriers in their journey to child 
life certification. To understand this phenomenon, it is im
portant to integrate three important educational, motiva
tional, and psychological constructs known to impact goal 
pursuit across disciplines and contexts: engagement, 
achievement orientation, and burnout. Though the lay de
finitions of these words are likely familiar, each is a theo

retically grounded and evidence-based factor that has the 
capacity to affect individuals’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviors, and outcomes. 

Engagement has been studied in various domains, from 
professional engagement to academic engagement (Wong 
& Liem, 2021). Most salient to the experiences of aspiring 
child life professionals is academic engagement, defined 
most concisely as a student’s willingness to or likeliness to 
engage in school activities (Alves et al., 2022). Originally 
coined by Nystrand and Gamoran (1991), the emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral elements of academic engage
ment have been applied to learners of all ages in different 
educational contexts, from elementary schools to medical 
schools (Alves et al., 2022). High levels of academic engage
ment have been shown to predict better perseverance in the 
face of barriers, as well as high levels of achievement (Al
rashidi et al., 2016). 

A well-known typology of personal motivation that can 
translate across academic and clinical environments is El
liott and McGregor’s (2001) two-by-two model of achieve
ment orientation. Whereas academic engagement is the 
“what” and “how much” a learner invests in educational ac
tivities, achievement orientation is the “why” that drives 
their expenditure of time and energy. According to Elliott 
and McGregor (2001), the two-by-two model of achieve
ment orientation dichotomizes learners across two dimen
sions: achievement goal type (performance or mastery) and 
achievement direction (approach or avoidance). Perfor
mance-oriented learners strive to meet pre-set expecta
tions or thresholds in their learning activities, either out of 
personal desire to do so (approach) or out of fear of failure 
or judgment from others (avoidance). On the other hand, 
mastery-oriented learners seek to master content as much 
as possible, to achieve beyond pre-set expectations, either 
out of intrinsic desire to achieve (approach) or, like perfor
mance-oriented learners, to avoid failure or judgment (El
liot & McGregor, 2001). Of the four possible achievement 
orientation types, learners who score as mastery-approach 
are consistently most likely to persist when they experience 
difficulty (Alhadabi & Karpinski, 2020) and achieve greater 
academic and psychological outcomes than their counter
parts (Datu & King, 2018). 

Presumably most familiar to healthcare professionals is 
the concept of burnout, which has drawn significant atten
tion during and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic (Leo et al., 
2021; McKenna et al., 2022). First applied clinically in 1981 
by Maslach and Jackson, burnout refers to feelings of emo
tional exhaustion, self-doubt, and depersonalization asso
ciated with chronic workplace stress. Cross-contextual lit
erature has demonstrated that as responsibilities increase, 
and supports either remain stable or decrease, burnout be
comes more likely (Leiter & Maslach, 2016). Burnout, in 
essence, is the experience of balancing motivation and en
gagement levels with structural or occupational demands 
and available supports. 

Considered as a conceptually and empirically related 
trio, academic engagement, motivation, and burnout all 
help to characterize the experiences of learners and pro
fessionals when they encounter difficulty across settings. 
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Although recent research has explored similar constructs 
in early career CCLS (Ehinger & Bales, 2023; Hoelscher & 
Ravert, 2021; Lagos et al., 2022; Tenhulzen et al., 2023), lit
tle has been done to describe or interpret the experiences of 
emerging child life professionals as they seek to obtain an 
internship. Additionally, little research has considered the 
experiences of this population to identify opportunities for 
evidence-based supports and systems-level considerations. 
Therefore, there were two concurrent aims of this conver
gent, parallel mixed-methods study. The first aim was to 
examine associations between personal and professional 
factors (engagement, motivation, and burnout) among as
piring child life professionals. The second aim was to ex
plore the perceptions of aspiring child life professionals 
related to engagement, motivation, and the barriers and 
supportive factors they identify as they attempt to enter the 
child life profession. These two aims were guided by four 
research questions: 

Method  

The overarching goal of this study was to characterize 
the experiences of individuals pursuing the child life pro
fession. This convergent, parallel mixed-methods study in
cluded a quantitative and a qualitative arm to more com
prehensively address the research questions (Creswell & 
Clark, 2018). Questionnaire data were obtained to charac
terize emerging child life professionals’ levels of engage
ment, motivation, and burnout. Simultaneously, individual 
experiences regarding the pathway to pursuing the child 
life profession were explored using semi-structured inter
views. See Figure 1 for a representation of the convergent 
mixed- methods study design. 

Procedures  

Data were collected as part of a larger ongoing cross-
sectional study that received exempt-level Institutional Re
view Board approval (Protocol 211282). Participants for this 
study were emerging child life professionals recruited via 
convenience sampling using social media flyers. Social me
dia flyers targeted individuals pursuing child life intern
ships in fall 2021 and spring 2022 and included a QR code 
to an electronic survey link. Recruitment spanned from Au
gust 2021 through January 2022. 

Data Collection   

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected simul
taneously throughout the data collection period. Those in
terested in participating in the study were first directed to 
information about the study and the opportunity to provide 
informed consent electronically, and then to an electronic 
survey which served as the quantitative measure of the 
study. It began with a demographic questionnaire as well as 
questions regarding participants’ academic and clinical ex
periences. Questions relating to academic experiences ex
plored degree program, status (i.e., in progress or com
pleted), level (i.e., undergraduate, graduate, doctoral, 
non-degree seeking), and grade point average (GPA). Ques
tions relating to clinical experiences explored history of 
pursuing child life internship, including number of times 
applied, affiliation status, and number of experiences and 
hours working with well and hospitalized children. Follow
ing the background questionnaire, participants completed 
measures of engagement, motivation, and burnout. 

Engagement  

Engagement was assessed using the University Student 
Engagement Inventory (USEI) (Maroco et al., 2016). The 
USEI evaluates the cognitive, behavioral, and emotional di
mensions of engagement using a 15-item survey. Partici
pants were asked to indicate the frequency with which each 
statement applies to them on a scale from 1 = never to 5 
= always. This measure has demonstrated strong reliability 
across all three dimensions and in totality, with Cronbach’s 
α = .88 for the total measure, .82 for cognitive engagement, 
.74 for behavioral engagement, and .88 for emotional en
gagement (Maroco et al., 2016). 

Motivation  

Motivation was assessed using the Achievement Goal 
Questionnaire (AGQ). Elliot and McGregor (2001) devel
oped a 2 x 2 achievement goal framework, representing how 
dimensions of competence can be defined and valenced 
(viewed as either positive or negative). The four achieve
ment orientations are mastery-approach, mastery-avoid
ance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance 
(see Figure 2). The AGQ is a 12-item measure evaluation in 
which students were asked to indicate the extent to which 
they believe each item is true for them on a scale from 1 = 
not at all true of me to 7 = very true of me. The orientation 
with the highest score indicates that it is the most salient 
achievement orientation for that student. For the purpose 
of this study, achievement orientation is referred to as mo
tivation. This aligns with the literature as achievement mo
tivation is most often viewed through the lens of how stu
dents pursue their goals. This measure demonstrates strong 
reliability in each orientation, with Cronbach’s α = .87 for 
mastery-approach, .89 for mastery-avoidance, .92 for per
formance-approach, and .83 for performance-avoidance 
(Elliot & McGregor, 2001). 

1. What are the relationships among engagement, mo
tivation, and burnout in emerging and current child 
life specialists? 

2. How do emerging and current child life specialists 
describe the barriers and supports they have experi
enced while pursuing and participating in the child 
life profession? 

3. How do the barriers and supportive factors reported 
by emerging and current child life specialists help 
explain engagement, motivation, and burnout in a 
larger population of emerging and current child life 
specialists? 

4. What targets for improvement can be identified at the 
individual and system levels? 
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Figure 1. Convergent Method Diagram    

Figure 2. 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Framework       

Definition 

Absolute/ intrapersonal 
(mastery) 

Normative 
(performance) 

Positive 
(approaching success) 

Mastery-approach 
goal 

Performance- approach goal 

Valence Negative 
(avoiding failure) 

Mastery-avoidance 
goal 

Performance- avoidance goal 

Note. Taken from Elliot & McGregor (2001), p. 502 

Burnout  

Burnout was assessed using the Maslach Burnout Inven
tory- General Survey for Students (MBI-GS(S); Maslach et 
al., 2018). This 16-item measure assesses three domains of 
burnout, including exhaustion, cynicism, and professional 
efficacy. Scores are calculated and interpreted separately 
and the sum of scores does not indicate an overall burnout 
score. Students were asked to rate the frequency with which 
they experience certain emotions about their academic 
work on a scale from 1 = never to 7 = every day. Each of the 
three MBI-GS(S) scales demonstrate reliability, with Cron
bach’s α reported in various groups ranging from .83 to .90 
for exhaustion, .74 to .80 for cynicism, and .74 to .83 for 
professional efficacy (Maslach et al., 2018). 

Following completion of the survey, participants were 
asked to provide their contact information if they were in

terested in completing a semi-structured interview. The 
research team emailed individuals who provided contact 
information and scheduled an interview. Interviews were 
conducted via Zoom, a HIPAA compliant video conference 
platform, where only audio information was recorded. In
terviews were conducted by the three first authors and 
lasted 30 minutes to 75 minutes. Interviews were then tran
scribed verbatim. 

Data Analysis   

The quantitative and qualitative data for this study were 
initially analyzed separately and then together to identify 
points of convergence or divergence within the data. 
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Quantitative analysis   

The quantitative aim of this study was to characterize 
the experiences of emerging professionals; therefore, de
scriptive statistics were reported. Frequencies, with per
centages, were used to summarize categorical data, such as 
age, gender, and methods for funding applications. Means 
and standard deviations provided averages for continuous 
data, including GPA and Likert scale items (e.g., scale of 
worry about funding applications and confidence in getting 
an internship). 

To analyze engagement, a total score as well as scores 
of subscales were determined through means and standard 
deviations. Higher scores in the subscales suggest more use 
of that type of engagement (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). For 
motivation, mean scores were analyzed for each of the ori
entation types. Then, participants were placed into the ori
entation type that they scored the highest mean. Frequen
cies of the types of orientations were then examined. To 
assess burnout, means and standard deviations were ana
lyzed for the three domains of burnout. Higher scores indi
cate higher levels of burnout in that domain (Maslach et al., 
2018). 

Qualitative Analysis   

In conjunction with the quantitative analyses, the 17 in
terview transcripts were analyzed using an open, induc
tive coding approach created by Boles and colleagues (2017) 
that incorporates Moustakas’ (1994) horizonalization and 
Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) open coding concept. First, each 
transcript was independently coded by two different grad
uate students and research team members to cultivate fa
miliarity with the data and crystallize interpretations of 
each participant’s experiences (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 
This strategy not only minimizes threats to validity in 
mixed-methods research, but also allows for unexpected or 
disconfirming insights to arise early in the analytic process 
(Creswell & Clark, 2018). 

Next, a central code list was created to document all ob
served instances of each code, and recurrent or overlapping 
codes were combined into larger categories. These cate
gories were considered through the lens of the study’s focal 
constructs (engagement, motivation, and burnout) and in 
relation to one another. From an additional reading of the 
transcripts, five overarching themes and 14 subthemes were 
identified. Finally, transcripts were once again reviewed to 
ensure that these findings were as grounded in the data as 
possible (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 

Integrated Analysis   

In convergent mixed-methods research designs, a point 
of integration for the two databases occurs with a process of 
comparing the separate quantitative and qualitative results 
(Creswell & Clark, 2018). A joint display table was devel
oped, organizing key quantitative and qualitative findings 
alongside one another. This process encouraged a compar
ison of the findings in order to determine how the results 

from each phase related to one another. An interpretation 
of the merged results is included in the results section. 

Reflexivity Statement   

This study was designed and conducted by investigators 
who uniquely hold both masters or doctoral degrees and 
the CCLS credential, with a combined total of nearly 70 
years of experience in the academic and clinical training of 
child life professionals. Thus, academic, clinical, and stu
dent perspectives were present in each step of the research 
study from beginning to end to offer a holistic view of par
ticipants’ experiences. 

Results  

Quantitative Results   

Participants  

The study recruited 68 emerging child life professionals 
who applied to the spring 2022 internship cycle, regardless 
of whether or not they accepted an internship offer. Fifty-
three participants completed the survey prior to the spring 
internship offer deadline; whereas, 15 participants com
pleted the survey afterwards. A majority of the participants 
were White females between 20 and 29 years old (see Table 
1). These findings are expected as the child life profession 
is predominantly White and female (Ferrer, 2021). 

History of Pursuing a Child Life Internship        

For a majority of the participants, this was their first 
time applying to child life internships, with four applying 
four or more times. A majority of the participants were af
filiated with a university/college, applied to 10 or more in
ternship sites, and offered over 150 hours of experience 
in practicum, hospitalized children, stressful situation, and 
well children (see Table 2). 

Program location, program reputation, and university/
college affiliation with the program were deemed as the 
top three most important factors considered when choosing 
where to apply (see Table 3). To prepare for internship ap
plications, participants reported using a variety of strate
gies/resources, including social media (n = 59, 87%), mentor 
review of application (n = 58, 85%), experienced peer sup
port (n = 57, 84%), academic advisor support (n = 54, 79%), 
and mock interviews (n = 54, 79%). When asked how confi
dent they were they would receive an internship offer, the 
participants were only somewhat confident they would re
ceive one, using a scale of 1 (not at all) to 10 (very much; M 
= 5.85, SD= 2.37). 

Costs and Barriers of Applying to Internships.       Forty-
three percent (n= 29) of participants in this study reported 
spending between $100 to $249 on applying to internships, 
with 25 (37%) spending $250 or more (see Figure 3). 

On a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (very much), partici
pants worried a good bit about affording the costs of the in
ternship applications (M= 6.28, SD= 2.29). The participants 
used personal savings, adjusted their expenses in general, 
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Table 1. Descriptive Characteristics of Participants     

Demographic Frequency (n) Percent (%) M Range 

Age 
    20 to 29 years 
    30 to 39 years 
    40 to 49 years 
    50 to 59 years 

55 
7 
4 
2 

81 
10 
6 
3 

Gender 
    Female 
    Male 

67 
1 

99 
1 

Race 
    White/Caucasian 
    Asian 
    Black/African American 
    Other 

55 
8 
3 
2 

81 
12 
4 
3 

Ethnicity 
    Non-Hispanic/Latino 
    Hispanic/Latino 

62 
6 

91 
9 

Degree Level 
    Graduate 
    Undergraduate 
    Non-Degree Seeking 

56 
11 
1 

82 
16 
2 

Degree Status 
    In-progress 
    Completed 

53 
15 

78 
22 

Degree Major 
    HDFS/Child Life 
    Child Studies 
    Developmental Disabilities (Child Life) 
    Psychology 
    Communicative Disorders 
    Early Childhood Education 
    Educational Psychology 
    English 
    Liberal Studies 
    Public Health 

52 
5 
3 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

77 
7 
4 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

Grade Point Average (GPA) 3.82 2.54-4.11 

or adjusted their spending on recreational activities most 
often to fund the application process (see Table 4). 

Outside of costs, the most commonly reported barriers 
to securing an internship were managing stress and emo
tions, feeling prepared for the interview, and meeting sites’ 
expectations during interviews (see Table 5). 

Qualities of the Child Life Student       

The results highlight some descriptive characteristics of 
the child life student. Demographics provide evidence that 
the participants are high achievers, as seen by their GPA 
(M= 3.82), continued pursuit of higher education (n = 56 at 
the graduate school level), and amount of experience with 
children in a variety of settings with most having over 150 
hours in the commonly required areas (See Table 1 and 2). 
Results for engagement, or the way a student engages in 
their schooling, found that the participants were relatively 
high in engagement (M= 4.09, SD= .34) and utilized behav
ioral engagement most often (see Table 6). This type of en
gagement focuses on students’ participation and conduct in 
the classroom and extra-curricular activities (Assunção et 
al., 2020). 

When looking at motivation, over 60% of the partici
pants were classified in the mastery- approach orientation 
style, suggesting they are individuals who focus on inter
personal competence and learning as much about a topic as 
possible (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; see Figure 4). 

For burnout, overall, the participants were high in aca
demic efficacy (feelings of accomplishment, morale, and 
potential), with moderate exhaustion (feelings of tiring, 
depletion of interest) and low in cynicism (irritability, neg
ative attitude, depersonalization; see Table 7). These find
ings suggest that the participants may be feeling more en
gagement than burnout (Maslach et al., 2018). 

Qualitative Results   

Participants  

Seventeen emerging child life professionals completed 
the semi-structured interview portion of the study. Like the 
larger sample of survey participants, interviewees identi
fied as female and were primarily traditional college stu
dents pursing a graduate degree, between the ages of 20 
and 29 years, with a small subset of individuals between 
the ages of 40 and 49 years who were pursuing child life 
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Table 2. Participants’ History of Pursuing a Child Life Internship         

History Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Times to Apply to Internships 
    First Time Applying 
    Second Time 
    Third Time 
    Fourth Time 
    More than Four Times 

46 
9 
9 
2 
2 

68 
13 
13 
3 
3 

Affiliation Status 
    Affiliated 
    Non-Affiliated 

59 
9 

87 
13 

Number of Applications Submitted 
    30 to 39 
    20 to 29 
    10 to 19 
    6 to 9 
    5 
    4 
    2 

10 
16 
30 
4 
2 
3 
3 

15 
24 
44 
6 
3 
4 
4 

Practicum Hours Completed at Time of Application 
    More than 150 
    101 to 150 
    51 to 100 
    Less than 50 

36 
27 
2 
3 

53 
40 
3 
4 

Hospitalized Children Experience at Time of Application 
    More than 150 
    101 to 150 
    51 to 100 

60 
6 
2 

88 
9 
3 

Stressful Situation Experience at Time of Application 
    More than 150 
    101 to 150 
    51 to 100 
    Less than 50 
    Missing 

46 
9 
5 
7 
1 

68 
13 
7 

10 
2 

Well Children Experience at Time of Application 
    More than 150 
    101 to 150 
    51 to 100 

62 
5 
1 

91 
7 
2 

Table 3. Factors Considered When Applying to Internships (in order of decreasing impact)            

Variable Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Program Location 65 96 

Program Reputation 39 57 

Affiliation with University 36 53 

Services/Units Offered 36 53 

Program Size 29 43 

ACLP Accreditation Status 37 54 

Recommendation from Intern 22 32 

as a second career. Participants were also largely White 
with some representation from Hispanic/Latino, Asian, and 
Black/African American communities (see Table 8). 

Themes  

Analysis yielded five themes that appeared to reflect and 
organize participants’ insights: 1) engagement factors, 2) 
motivations, 3) burnout factors, 4) sources of support, and 
5) barriers to success. Each theme was composed of several 

subthemes that further characterized participants’ percep
tions and experiences (see Table 9). 

Engagement Factors.  Participants identified three cen
tral engagement factors: personal characteristics and ex
periences, pedagogy, and people. They first described their 
academic engagement as deeply connected to their per
ceived traits, such as compassion, empathy, effective com
munication skills, collaborative spirit, creativity, flexibility, 
passion for advocacy, high level of child development 
knowledge, and playfulness (Theme 1, Participant 2). In 
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Figure 3. Costs Associated with Internship Applications      

Table 4. Methods for Funding Application Process (In Decreasing Order of Use)           

Methods of Funding Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Personal Savings 
Adjust Expenses in General 
Adjust Spending on Essentials 
Adjust Spending on Recreational Activities 
Receive Support from Family 
Personal Savings and Additional Funds 
Apply to Loan/Borrow Money 
Obtain a Job 
Finance Independently 
Forego Payments on Bills 

46 
45 
38 
35 
35 
16 
15 
9 
9 
5 

68 
66 
56 
52 
52 
22 
24 
13 
13 
7 

Table 5. Barriers to Internship (In Decreasing Impact)       

Barriers Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Managing Stress and Emotions 
Feeling Prepared for Interview 
Meeting Sites Expectations During Interviews 
Managing Time During Interviews 
Applications Arriving on Time 
Available Guidance on Questions/Concerns 
Meeting Experience Requirements 
Meeting Coursework Requirements 

55 
51 
32 
25 
21 
15 
11 
5 

81 
75 
47 
37 
31 
22 
16 
7 

Table 6. Participants Academic Engagement    

Type of Engagement M SD Min Max 

Emotional Engagement 3.53 0.41 2.60 4.60 

Cognitive Engagement 4.07 0.56 2.80 5.00 

Behavioral Engagement 4.67 0.28 3.80 5.00 
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Figure 4. Participants’ Motivation Styles    

Table 7. Participants’ Reports of Burnout     

Type of Burnout M SD Min Max 

Academic Efficacy 5.86 0.83 3.67 7.00 

Exhaustion 3.57 1.51 1.00 6.80 

Cynicism 2.57 1.32 1.00 6.60 

addition to traits, they described alignment between fea
tures of child life practice and their personal work envi
ronment preferences; for example, many spoke to prefer
ring a future work opportunity in a healthcare setting that 
is fast paced, varied from one day to the next, and focused 
on building relationships with and supporting children and 
families (Theme 1, Participant 1). Finally in this vein, par
ticipants reported on personal experiences with child life 
services as an engagement factor, whether once receiving 
child life support as a pediatric patient or seeing the effects 
of child life work on friends, family members, and commu
nity members (Theme 1, Participant 15). 

Pedagogy was also identified as a central component of 
academic engagement for participants in this study. More 
specifically, they described a desire for interactive, coopera
tive, and discussion-based learning activities, with a strong 
preference for those that involve hands-on work or direct 
engagement with children and families (Theme 1, Partic
ipant 11). Some felt that memorization-based tactics or 
foci decreased their engagement in learning experiences, 
whereas those that emphasized application, personal re
flection, and integration such as clinical case studies, sim
ulation, and clinical practice projects bolstered their sense 
of engagement (Theme 1, Participant 3). 

Last, people were identified as a key engagement factor 
for this population. Direct interaction with specific stake
holders were reported to increase academic engagement, 
such as healthcare professionals, child life professionals, 
patients and families, and opportunities to collaborate with 
classmates and faculty. When these relationships were per
ceived as supportive, participants reported feeling more en
gaged in their child life journey and remarked on feeling 
more able to access needed information and supports 
(Theme 1, Participant 14). 

Motivations. Participants perceived three factors to af
fect their motivation for pursuing child life practice: align
ment, prevention and promotion, and intended contribu
tions. First, they described deriving motivation from 
alignment between their personal skills, strengths, and val
ues and the reality of child life work (Theme 2, Participant 
15). Next, they spoke to feeling motivated by the capacity of 
child life work to prevent or mitigate the impacts of trauma 
on children and families, while also promoting healing and 
resilience through relationship building and individualized 
intervention (Theme 2, Participants 2 & 7). Finally, they 
described feeling motivated to make an array of contri
butions to families, healthcare systems, and the child life 
profession through direct intervention, program creation, 
practice improvement, creative innovations, expending 
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Table 8. Interview participant demographics    

Basic Characteristic Frequency (n) Percent (%) M Range 

Age 
    20 to 29 years 
    30 to 39 years 
    40 to 49 years 
    50 to 59 years 

14 
0 
3 
0 

82.4 
0 

17.6 
0 

Gender 
    Female 
    Male 

17 
0 

100 
0 

Race 
    White/Caucasian 
    Asian 
    Black/African American 
    Other 

13 
2 
1 
1 

76.5 
14.3 
5.9 
5.9 

Ethnicity 
    Non-Hispanic/Latino 
    Hispanic/Latino 

14 
3 

82.4 
17.6 

Degree Level 
    Graduate 
    Undergraduate 
    Non-Degree Seeking 

13 
3 
1 

76.5 
17.6 
5.9 

Degree Status 
    In-progress 
    Completed 

15 
2 

88.2 
11.8 

Degree Major 
    HDFS/Child Life 
    Child Studies 
    Child Life 
    Child Life Studies 
    Child and Family Studies 
    English 
    Human Ecology/Child Life 
    Early Childhood and Elementary Ed. 
    Human Dev and Family Studies 

4 
3 
3 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

23.5 
17.6 
17.6 
11.8 
5.9 
5.9 
5.9 
5.9 
5.9 

Grade Point Average (GPA) 3.81 3.0 - 4.0 

child life into non-hospital settings, and improving care for 
specific patient populations of marginalized groups (Theme 
2, Participant 17). For those participants who were pursu
ing child life as a second career or had academic empha
sis in other disciplines, they uniquely added the ability to 
translate their skills and experiences from other settings 
into child life services as a distinct and highly motivating 
factor (Theme 2, Participant 15). 

Burnout Factors.  Aspiring child life professionals in this 
study reported two major factors contributing to their feel
ings of burnout: the cognitive load of pursuing a child life 
career and the emotional distress of pursuing a child life 
career. All participants described challenges trying to ac
cess information about the child life certification process 
that was clear, consistent, and accurate. Additionally, sev
eral participants shared concern about the “hidden cur
riculum” of applying for child life practicums and intern
ships that are not centrally regulated and therefore have 
variable structures, instructions, philosophies, and require
ments (Theme 3, Participant 7). Many participants, includ
ing those who identified as “career changers,” reflected on 
the intensity of managing academic coursework, full-time 
jobs, family needs, and the cumulative cognitive and time 
costs associated with each (Theme 3, Participant 11). 

The most prevalently discussed element of the themes 
presented was the dimension of emotional distress par
ticipants incurred in their child life journey. Some of this 
factor was attributed to the cognitive difficulties of pur
suing a child life career as noted above. Participants also 
felt emotional distress due to exhaustion and lack of time 
for reprieve with difficulty to stay engaged in coursework 
(Theme 3, Participant 12). Additionally, participants re
ported distress from their interactions with clinical intern
ship sites. Some reported being “ghosted” by sites who 
never responded to questions or acknowledged applications 
or efforts, or receiving generic and unactionable feedback 
when feedback was sought (Theme 3, Participant 11). Par
ticipants also noted a sort of power hierarchy between ap
plicants and professionals that feels devaluing of their ex
periences. They described meeting application expectations 
and still failing to receive interview or internship offers, 
leaving them to conclude that selection processes are sub
jective. For those who were able to obtain interviews for 
internships, many described feelings of immense pressure, 
the need to compare themselves to others in maladaptive 
ways, high levels of anxiety and exhaustion, and fear of – 
and the expectation of – exclusion (Theme 3, Participant 6). 

Barriers to Success.   In addition to the cognitive load 
and emotional distress associated with pursuing a child 
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Table 9. Participants’ Perceptions and Experiences     

Theme Subtheme Example Quote(s) 

1. Engagement 

Personal 
characteristics 
and 
experiences 

I’m a very bubbly person, so I love to have fun, […] we get to bring that little bit of joy into 
their day, and so that definitely is a characteristic and a personality trait that I have that 
just goes so well with the profession I think (Participant 2). 

I’ve always wanted to work in the hospital, and for a long time I thought it was going to be 
as a nurse. […] I started taking courses and realized I didn’t want to be in this role […] and 
reflected on personal experiences where I played a role in other people’s lives and medical 
journeys and learned about the field of child life. It seemed like it had all the things I was 
looking for in a career and it seemed doable so I pursued my education so I could be more 
competitive in the field (Participant 1). 

I was diagnosed with a brain tumor that required me to be inpatient in the hospital for 
about two months […] I thought maybe business was the track for me, but when I was 
hospitalized and I met child life, I knew immediately that that was my calling and 
everything that I’ve done since then has been in pursuit of that career path (Participant 
15). 

Pedagogy I love to be hands on […] In my opinion, you can only learn so much in a class before you 
gotta get out and figure it out for yourself (Participant 11). 

In some of our classes they had other child life specialists come in from different 
departments and talk to us. That made it real, [to see the] authenticity between what we’re 
learning and what is out there (Participant 3). 

People I take care of the relationships that I have with my professors […], they’re the ones that are 
going to be supporting me on this journey, even when I’m in my internship next semester, 
they’re going to be the ones that I can reach back out to and they’ll be able to support me 
along the path (Participant 14). 

2. Motivation 

Alignment If you’re not very self-motivated, it’s going to be near impossible for you to be able to 
succeed […] You have to be able to make those volunteer experiences and be really 
motivated to spend a lot of time around kids and just push yourself in this field (Participant 
15). 

Prevention 
and 
Promotion 

To be a little part of reducing the trauma for the child and the family […] and help equip 
them for success during hospitalization is such a great need and it has just fueled this 
passion in me to be a part of that (Participant 2). 

I was feeling so burnt out and down and distracted and exhausted, and then I was with a 
child and needing to be present with them and respond to their needs and I was instantly 
so energized and able to be so much more present. [To] really dive into the world of the 
child really benefitted me also (Participant 7). 

Contribution I really would like to hopefully give back to students. Being a person of color, it has been 
really difficult to find other child life specialists who look like me or have had maybe a 
nontraditional journey because of low socioeconomic status. I really want to empower 
other students and people of color and really help spread the world of child life as it goes 
into new settings (Participant 17). 

I have a minor in philanthropy and nonprofit studies, so I see myself branching out into an 
organization that aligns closely with the hospital and advocates for the same things that 
child life does (Participant 15). 

3. Burnout 

Cognitive The fact that there’s a common app but it’s not actually common and everybody has 
different submission guidelines and things in different orders or wants some documents 
but not others, even though they may or may not be part of the common app, is so 
unnecessarily stressful and takes up so much unnecessary time (Participant 7). 

The mental stamina to keep going with this certification is a lot, and at the same time I’m 
juggling […] getting a master’s degree and being a graduate student. […] It can be a lot on 
my plate, and I recognize that I signed up for it and this is the path that I’ve chosen, but I 
think having a little bit more understanding and flexibility with what students are trying to 
do to get to being a practicing child life specialist is significant (Participant 11). 

Emotional Over the past few years of being a child life student has definitely been difficult, especially 
through the pandemic and having to continuously get hours working with children in a well 
setting, stressful setting, in a hospital. I found myself very busy doing a lot of unpaid work 
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and some paid. And through that, just kind of being exhausted, I found it difficult to engage 
in my coursework (Participant 12). 

I remember emailing and asking for feedback, because I love feedback, and I know 
committees are overwhelmed too, but it just felt like for the students that applied they said 
“we don’t give individualized feedback, good luck next time, you were good but we just 
went in a different direction” and that’s hard when you want to get into this career and you 
can’t because so much of it is just out of your control (Participant 11). 

One of the questions that I asked was how many CCLSs of color are on staff. I only 
remembered to ask that in my last two interviews and in those two interviews they said 
zero. And then I think they felt uncomfortable with answering it, which I understand, but 
there was not much said about that, and I did not get offers at those [sites …]. It is hard for 
me to even know if that may have tainted things for me, if that was an unconscious bias, 
but I think that is the kind of thing that gives me pause as I go into this profession, like at 
what level are people willing to engage in this? (Participant 6). 

4. Barriers 

Access to 
information 

At the start it was really, really hard for me to even figure out how to enter the field. It is 
not an intuitive process and there are a lot of ways to make mistakes that will keep you 
from achieving something that are very exclusive knowledge. For example, that if you 
staple your application or put it in a folder, it could get thrown out (Participant 7). 

Financial An internship implies that you’re not going to get paid […] it’s just not feasible for most 
people. I mean, obviously, if I get an internship, I’m going to do it and I’m going to make it 
work somehow. That doesn’t mean that it’s not going to affect me financially. I’ll probably 
have to take out loans for it, which I’ve already taken out a decent chunk of loans 
(Participant 4). 

It's really hard when hospitals and child life specialists say, “you should have a student 
membership [to ACLP]. That’s $80 a year for me to not get anything. Because the eligibility 
assessment isn’t even included in that $80, and that’s another $75 for the eligibility 
assessment. So essentially, we’re paying to reap nothing back (Participant 17). 

Experiences I have lots of experience with well children and a lot of background in working with kids. 
But because I didn’t decide that I wanted to take the child life route until I was a senior in 
college, in the Spring of 2020, I had zero hospital hours when I decided to apply to 
practicums (Participant 5). 

My location felt like a real barrier. I was so far from a hospital that offered the services that 
I could even volunteer under (Participant 14). 

5. Supports 

Informational I didn’t feel like I had anyone close to me that I could really talk to about how to be more 
prepared to go into a practicum experience […] I spent a lot of my summer on that 
Facebook page trying to learn everything I could about that topic, like how to find hospitals 
to apply to and how to prepare for an interview and how to prepare my application to 
make myself look more competitive. I think that was really helpful to me (Participant 1). 

Social/
Emotional 

It’s really, really great to just be able to talk to someone. […] to have someone who I can get 
on a zoom with and say, “hey, this is where I’m at, this is what I’m thinking, how does this 
sound to you? It helps me strengthen my own skills and figure out what else I might be 
missing (Participant 9). 

life career, participants in this study identified access to 
information and lack of financial resources as significant 
barriers to success as an aspiring child life professional. 
Additionally, they identified the lack of hospital-based vol
unteering experiences or other direct exposures to child life 
practice as a considerable obstacle to surmount. In terms 
of information accessibility, participants specifically found 
the Association of Child Life Professionals (ACLP) website 
to be difficult to navigate and expressed multiple experi
ences of inaccurate or outdated information on individual 
hospital program websites. They also perceived a lack of a 
central, consistent, and accurate source of information on 
the overt and covert components of the child life journey, 
again stating beliefs in hidden or implicit requirements that 

are difficult to access without the right supports (Theme 4, 
Participant 7). 

Financially, they described not only the costs of reloca
tion and an unpaid internship experience, but also costs of 
commuting multiple hours to access hospital volunteer op
portunities, and the costs of academic credit hours and ex
pensive application materials (such as transcripts and in
dependent liability insurance policies). Financial supports 
were reported to be a high priority need, especially for 
those participants who identified as “career changers,” 
non-traditional college students, or members of marginal
ized or under-represented groups. Participants reported a 
need for financial resources to help with costs of internship 
application materials, travel costs for internship interviews 
and site visits, and the costs of food and shelter during a 

“Being a Child Life Student Has Definitely Been Difficult”: A Mixed Methods Study Exploring the Experienc…

The Journal of Child Life: Psychosocial Theory and Practice 12



full-time unpaid internship (Theme 4, Participant 4). Those 
who were also caregivers for their children or family noted 
the impossibility of maintaining a predictable income while 
completing child life internships. Many also remarked on 
the perceived imbalance between the costs associated with 
achieving child life certification and the reality of compen
sation for full time child life work or the benefits of invest
ing in resources deemed to make someone a competitive 
candidate (Theme 4, Participant 17). 

Accessing direct exposure to the child life profession was 
also viewed as a significant barrier. Participants noted the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on available internship 
and practicum programs, as well as suspended or reduced 
hospital volunteer programs on their ability to encounter, 
learn about, and practice play-based skills with hospital
ized children and their families (Theme 4, Participant 5). 
Several reported the difficulties associated with trying to 
maintain full-time employment and provide for their fami
lies while also trying to dedicate multiple hours per week to 
unpaid volunteer work in the hopes of being more attrac
tive as an internship candidate. Gaining direct experience 
was also not feasible for participants who needed to juggle 
these responsibilities while also going out of their way to 
access facilities that offered the types of experiences that 
they needed (Theme 4, Participant 14). Many of these barri
ers to experience were outside the direct control of the par
ticipants themselves. 

Sources of Support.   Participants remarked on seeking 
various informational and social/emotional supports along 
the way. As noted in the previous theme, participants re
ported many difficulties when attempting to access infor
mation about the child life career path and tactics for being 
successful in the overt expectations and implicit require
ments of the internship acquisition process. Thus, informa
tional supports were both the most commonly needed and 
the most commonly used by participants in this study. Spe
cific informational supports described included social me
dia networking groups for students and professionals (run 
by individuals involved in the child life profession), univer
sity-based child life student organizations, academicians 
and advisors with child life clinical experience, volunteer 
and/or practicum supervisors in child life programs, class
mates, professional development events like regional con
ferences or webinars, textbooks, and child life research arti
cles (Theme 5, Participant 1). Those who were not currently 
students or did not have access to an academic program 
uniquely spoke to needing, and being unable to find, afford
able and effective mentors who were knowledgeable about 
the nuances of the child life career journey. 

Social and emotional supports were often sought to both 
prevent against and mitigate the emotional distress partic
ipants reported as a burnout factor. They perceived peo
ple such as professors with clinical child life experience, 
classmates, family members and friends, and even reflec
tion groups as useful sources of social and emotional sup
port (Theme 5, Participant 9). Several participants reported 
feeling more supported by faculty, classmates, and student 
organizations as compared to family and friends who were 
less familiar with the child life profession and its processes. 

Integrated Results   

A side-by-side comparison of key quantitative and qual
itative results provided deeper insight into the experiences 
of emerging child life professionals. More specifically, the 
authors noted how taking the quantitative and qualitative 
results together provides a more robust explanation of in
stances of engagement, motivation, burnout, barriers, and 
supports. These interpretations are noted below in the pre
sentation of integrated results (see Table 10). 

Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to describe the engage
ment, motivation, and burnout experiences of aspiring 
child life professionals. Overall, it was found that it is diffi
cult to be an emerging professional, and there are multiple 
barriers in place that impact their academic engagement, 
motivation, and burnout. Findings help identify evidence-
based supports and systems-level considerations for the 
pathway of the emerging professional. 

The quantitative data revealed that emerging profes
sionals are highly engaged individuals who are motivated 
by a mastery approach (learning as much about a topic as 
possible). Prior to this study, very little was known about 
the academic and clinical training of emerging profession
als or their engagement and motivation. By examining the 
characteristics of emerging professionals, the current study 
expanded the literature to better explain what helps keep 
emerging professionals engaged, motivated, and protected 
from burnout. Furthermore, emerging professionals in the 
current study experienced difficulty managing stress and 
emotions, as well as financial burdens, as they pursued the 
profession. As shown in the current study and previous 
studies, stress can be related to completing the application 
(Reeves, 2019) or demonstrating in applications or inter
views the traits clinical sites are looking for applicants to 
have including experience, developmental knowledge, and 
efficient communication skills (Sisk et al., 2023). Like previ
ous studies have shown, emerging professionals often look 
to social media for support and coping with the barriers to 
entering the profession (Hammond, 2021). 

Qualitatively, participants detailed specific elements of 
their academic and clinical experiences that impacted their 
levels of engagement, motivation to pursue child life, and 
feelings of burnout – all of which can be mapped onto 
concrete organizational and institutional systems improve
ments previously suggested (Adelson et al., 2022; Ham
mond, 2021; Jenkins et al., 2023; Sisk et al., 2023). When 
participants have access to accurate, comprehensive infor
mation, knowledgeable and supportive academic mentors 
with clinical child life experience, an extensive network of 
peer and personal support, and opportunities to garner di
rect exposure to the child life field, they can thrive. How
ever, many of these components are currently inaccessible 
to today’s emerging child life professionals, thus directly 
challenging their motivation to pursue the field and their 
ability to manage their cognitive and emotional distress in 
the face of unclear expectations and limited opportunities. 
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Table 10. Side-by-Side Joint Display    

Overarching 
Themes 

Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings 

Engagement 

82% of participants 
were pursuing a 
graduate degree and 
the mean GPA for all 
participants was 3.82. 
Overall, participants 
were highly engaged 
(M = 4.08) with 
emotional 
engagement being the 
lowest (M = 3.53) and 
behavioral 
engagement being the 
highest (M= 4.67). 

Participants felt more engaged with their academics if their personal characteristics 
and experiences were deeply connected to their goals for pursuing child life 
education. Also, participants remained engaged in their academics if the pedagogy of 
their coursework included discussions, hands-on learning, and applications to clinical 
practice. Lastly, engagement was impacted by the people who offered support to 
participants. Professors, peers, and family played an important role in supporting 
participants by helping them access information or by providing encouragement. 

Motivation 

Participants were only 
somewhat confident 
(M = 5.85) that they 
would receive an 
internship offer. 
Over 60% of 
participants used the 
mastery-approach 
orientation style – 
focused on 
interpersonal 
competence and 
learning as much as 
possible about a topic. 

Participants were motivated by their strengths, skills, and values in their pursuit of 
the child life profession. Notably, participants were motivated to prevent stress for 
patients and families through promotion of healing and resiliency through 
individualized intervention and relationship building. Additionally, participants 
reported feeling driven due to passions for contributing to the child life profession at 
individual and systems levels. 

Burnout 

Most participants 
(91%) had more than 
150 well-children 
hours, 88% had more 
than 150 hospitalized-
children hours, and 
53% had more than 
150 practicum hours. 
37% of participants 
reported that 
managing time during 
interviews was a 
burden. 
Participants reported 
high feelings of 
accomplishment and 
potential (M = 5.86), 
moderate feelings of 
emotional exhaustion 
(M = 3.57), and low 
feelings of cynicism, 
or irritability and 
negative attitude (M = 
2.57). 

Participants felt burnout in two key ways: cognitive load and emotional distress. 
Cognitive load was especially difficult when participants could not access 
information and felt like there were hidden curriculums aside from what they already 
knew were requirements. Emotional distress was felt when participants needed to 
manage several personal and professional responsibilities, did not receive supportive 
guidance during the internship process, and felt overly busy or exhausted. At times, 
these sentiments made participants question their ongoing pursuit of the child life 
profession and they questioned whether their effort would pay off. 

Barriers 

81% reported that the 
barrier that impacted 
them the most was 
managing stress and 
emotions. 
37% of participants 
spent $250 or more 
on applying for 
internships, mostly 
funded by personal 
savings. 
On a scale of 1-10, 
participants worried a 
good bit about 

The most commonly reported barriers by participants pursuing the child life 
profession were access to clear and direct information, lack of financial resources, 
and lack of direct experience. Even when participants were aware of where to seek 
out information, they felt that information was disorganized and noncomprehensive. 
Additionally, the financial burden felt by participants was profound and they were 
stressed about expectations to provide free labor. Although participants attempted 
to gain direct experience, they encountered many hardships in doing so along the 
way. Location, time, and COVID-19 made gaining direct clinical experience 
unfeasible at times. 
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Overarching 
Themes 

Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings 

affording the cost of 
internship 
applications (M = 
6.28). 

Supports 

87% reported that 
social media was the 
most used source to 
prepare for internship 
applications. 
52% received financial 
support from family to 
assist in application 
costs. 

Participants felt supported when they could access information, whether that came 
from physical or interpersonal resources. Participants needed informational 
resources and relied on social media networking groups for support during the 
internship application process. Mentors were easier to come by for emerging 
professionals who were plugged into child life academic programs. Social and 
emotional support helped child life participants remain steady on the pathway to the 
child life profession. 

Interpretations 

Engagement 

Motivation 

Burnout 

Barriers 

Supports 

The findings from the integrated analysis demonstrated 
how the quantitative and qualitative findings, when taken 
together, offer a more complete view of the experiences 
of emerging professionals and highlight key areas for im
provement. The joint display of results (see Table 10) re
vealed how participants’ reported barriers and supports 
help to explain the intricacies of engagement, motivation, 
and burnout. For instance, finances were indicated as a key 
barrier across both data sets. Integrated analysis further re

vealed that stress arises not only from the dollar amount of 
financial burden, but also from the perception that, in or
der to enter the child life profession, emerging profession
als must have more and varied experiences that are hard 
to accomplish without financial privilege. Therefore, reduc
ing costs is only one suggestion to improve participants’ 
experiences. It is also important for those already in the 
profession to manage expectations of experience based on 
accessibility. Additionally, both sets of data called for in

• Participants are highly engaged in academic activities and remain engaged due to their personal experiences and goals. The qualitative findings ex

panded the quantitative results by revealing that this engagement is likely also associated with the perception of needing to achieve more hours or 

unique experiences to stand out in the internship application process. This pressure may in turn make people feel less engaged, and even further if 

they question their sense of belonging to the profession that they so deeply wish to join. Participants may remain more engaged in the pursuit of the 

profession if they are validated for their efforts, made to believe they can achieve with support, and receive improved access to the information and 

activities needed to arrive at their goal. 

• Participants’ engagement aligns with the majority of participants’ motivation style: the mastery orientation. In this approach, participants are fo

cused on interpersonal competence and learning as much as possible. The qualitative findings highlight an additional focus: participants want to learn 

as much as possible and are deeply, personally connected to child life work because they want to help kids and families. Despite these motivations 

and the belief that achievement and passion will prepare participants for entering the profession, participants are still not very confident about get

ting an internship. It is possible that participants may feel that they are being judged primarily by their accomplishments and accumulation of applica

tion requirements, rather than their personal values and perspectives. 

• Although participants feel optimistic about their professional goals and feel that they are well suited for the profession, they also feel exhausted. For

tunately, participants do not report demonstrating cynicism. However, participants report engaging in activities and facing challenges that could pro

duce burnout. For instance, quantitative findings reveal that most participants report having more than 150 hours of practicum, hospitalized chil

dren, and well-children experience. The qualitative results expand the understanding of the reason for these efforts: participants are unsure of what 

exactly is needed to be selected for internship but believe the accumulation of tasks is important, therefore they seek out numerous experiences. 

When these efforts are not enough, they feel they are not valued for how hard they are working, and for their personal traits that are not reflected on 

a resume. Fortunately, for now, participants report maintaining a strong sense of optimism and are self-aware, meaning they are able to reflect on 

these challenges while relying on supports to mitigate burnout. 

• There are many barriers that participants reported facing in their pursuit of the child life profession. Notably, the quantitative and qualitative results 

together create a full picture of the array of barriers faced by participants. Quantitative results reveal that managing stress and emotions is a top bar

rier. Furthermore, the pathway to obtaining an internship is financially stressful. The qualitative results emphasize the severity of the lack of informa

tion resulting from a disorganized process and institutional variability in requirements. Taken together, the effort to obtain numerous high-quality 

experiences, the cognitive load to understand the pathway, and the financial burdens for internship all play a role in the stress and emotions that are 

challenging for participants to manage. 

• The supports that participants find most helpful correspond well with the participants’ reported barriers. In both sets of data, finances are a key point 

of focus and financial support is important during internship. Additionally, participants feel that people and access to information will help them over

come barriers. While professors, peers, and family are supportive, participants lack strong relationships with clinicians which may contribute to their 

sense that they do not belong and to their uncertainty about fitting in. Social media is viewed as a key resource for participants, likely because it cou

ples ease in access to information as well as personal relationships. However, it should be cautioned that misinformation exists online. Because par

ticipants want to be valued for their personal traits, understood for the hardships they face, and seen for the amount of effort they put in to achieve, 

they may benefit from feedback that is individualized and acknowledges their experience. 
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creased and clearer information about the pathway to be
coming a child life specialist. Because people are a key 
support for emerging professionals, information should be 
coordinated with improved partnerships among the child 
life academicians and clinicians who are guiding emerging 
professionals. The burden of accessing or providing infor
mation should not be placed on any one individual. Taken 
together, the findings from this study are some of the first 
documented evidence-based suggestions that will facilitate 
entry to the child life profession. 

Limitations  

There are a few limitations to note. For one, although 
there were multiple racial groups represented in the study, 
the participants were mostly White and female. Therefore, 
additional research is needed to continue to examine this 
topic with more representation from different groups, par
ticularly gender, as there were only females in the current 
study. Second, this study was conducted soon after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. There were many impacts of 
COVID-19 on the child life profession, including limitations 
to clinical training opportunities. It is important to note 
that these impacts likely influenced the results. Also, this 
study was conducted prior to the introduction of the In
ternship Readiness Common Application Process. With its 
introduction, internship sites may have changed their pro
cedures for receiving and reviewing applications. This study 
did not explore group differences among the variables of in
terest, as it was a descriptive study. Future studies should 
further examine group differences amongst emerging pro
fessionals on engagement, motivation, and burnout, such 
as those from a child life academic program versus non-
affiliated students. Finally, this study looked at the expe
riences of emerging professionals prior to the internship; 
therefore, findings should not be generalized to the experi
ences of emerging professionals during the internship. Fu
ture studies should examine this topic in emerging profes
sionals completing an internship. 

Implications  

The findings of the current study have several implica
tions. For one, aspiring child life professionals need more 
supports to decrease burnout during their pursuits into the 
profession. The supports noted included a need for more 
region-based placement systems like other professions to 
both promote access and alleviate financial barriers to in
ternship completion and child life certification. In addition, 
the findings support the importance of child life academic 
programs having a full-time CCLS in the faculty, as par
ticipants consistently noted the importance of having ex
posure. Such academicians can assist in providing needed 
information, offering emotional supports, and fostering in

teractive learning opportunities in child life courses and be
yond. 

Furthermore, direct clinical experience is important; 
many participants identified interest in more integrated ed
ucational opportunities across academic institutions and 
healthcare facilities to bolster their learning and provide 
early and consistent access to clinical engagement. Acad
emic and clinical programs should consider collaborating 
to offer pre-internship experiences, and academic programs 
should have pre-internship experiences incorporated into 
their required coursework to further support emerging pro
fessionals. 

Finally, the child life profession should recognize the 
need for a clear path to the profession. The current system 
does not offer a clear path, which leaves emerging profes
sionals with a lack of information on what to do to enter 
the profession. This leaves students gathering experiences 
and seeking support from varied resources in hopes of be
ing able to land an internship, with many being unsuc
cessful in their attempt. A direct pathway with information 
clear and accessible about the pathway is needed. A direct 
pathway could include a child life specific degree require
ment and/or a matching system for the internship process. 
A field specific degree requirement is required for music 
therapy (American Music Therapy Association, 2023), nurs
ing (Morris, 2023), and social work (National Association 
of Social Workers, n.d.). The field of child life should con
tinue to examine how a more direct pathway could support 
emerging professionals in their pursuit of the profession. 

Conclusion  

This study found that the pathway to the child life pro
fession is a difficult one for emerging professionals. Partic
ularly emphasized were the cognitive and emotional tolls, 
financial costs, lack of accessible information about the 
process, and hidden barriers. Clinical internship sites, aca
demic institutions, and the ACLP must reflect on these 
findings and see how the processes in place may not be 
supporting the pathway to the profession and are leaving 
emerging professionals “in a stuck phase” with few oppor
tunities to pursue the profession, despite appropriate en
gagement and motivation. Emerging professionals are en
gaged and motivated to serve patients, families, and the 
profession and deserve supports such as full-time academic 
mentors, cost-efficient application and internship comple
tion processes, centralized information, and removal of 
hidden requirements/expectations of internship sites that 
limit who can access the field. 
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