Internship Programs

CAS Standards Contextual Statement

In the 1960’s, with its social upheaval, a movement to make the college curriculum more relevant and to apply the knowledge of theoretical disciplines to solve societal problems gained considerable momentum. As higher education institutions revamped their curricula, they began to recognize that supervised learning experiences outside the classroom were relevant to the educational process and that ways could be found to evaluate these experiences, possibly for academic credit.

In the early 1970’s, two professional associations, the Society for Field Experience and National Center for Public Service Internship Programs, were formed among those involved in college-based field experiences and those involved in policy issues and government-based projects, such as the Urban Corps. These organizations merged in 1978 to form the organization known today as the National Society for Experiential Education (NSEE). Other experiential education organizations include the Cooperative Education and Internship Association (CEIA), the Association for Experiential Education (AEE), NAFSA: The Association of International Educators, and the National Association of Colleges and Employers, among others. A goal of these organizations has been to advocate experiential and related forms of active or engaged learning, both within and outside the classroom or campus setting, and to establish appropriate standards and ethics in the profession. 

As a result of the efforts of these organizations as well as the demand by students and parents for a more career-oriented curriculum, internships have become an integral part of a college education. What distinguishes internships from other forms of active learning is that there is a degree of supervision and self-study that allows students to “learn by doing” and to reflect upon that learning in a way that achieves certain learning goals and objectives. Feedback for improvement and the development or refinement of learning goals is also essential. What distinguishes an intern from a volunteer is the deliberative form of learning that takes place. There must be a balance between learning and contributing, and the student, the student’s institution, and the internship placement site must share in the responsibility to ensure that the balance is appropriate and that the learning is of sufficiently high quality to warrant the effort, which might include academic credit.

Major questions and concerns arise regarding how colleges and universities can provide an appropriate internship experience, given the various goals of the institution, the academic and student affairs divisions, and the student. For example, some institutions encourage internships but refuse to grant academic credit for them. Some have policies that restrict academic credit to internships only outside the major. Also, accreditation standards within a professional field may conflict with institutional policy. Some may prohibit students from receiving academic credit for internships that provide compensation, although this attitude is declining as quality placements increase. Then there are the variable standards as to what is a credit-worthy internship (i.e., how many hours equals how many credits) and concern for the liability of students and their institutions should mistakes be made.

The kinds of internship experience sanctioned by an institution may vary. Some emphasize a form of cooperative education in which compensation for professional work is a high expectation, although credit for the experience is not necessarily expected. Some may involve a heavily supervised semester or summer-long experience either for or not for academic credit, while others might utilize a form of externship, which is similar to short-term, field-based learning with minimal or limited interaction with an organization.

Setting standards for internship programs will establish a set of benchmarks that identify quality internship programs for administrators, faculty, and students. But it is important that we distinguish between an academic internship within academic affairs and the co-curricular internship found in the student affairs division. The CAS internship program standards take into account the importance of establishing standards within each of these areas to meet student academic, career, and personal goals. It also assumes that there is sufficient communication between the two areas so that the appropriate expertise can be utilized across divisions and throughout the campus. 

Of considerable significance is the intent of CAS to include the notion that an internship program is not the sole purview of a career center or off-campus programs office. Academic departments that grant credit for internships that have faculty designated to oversee internships, or have faculty member who accompany students on a short-term or long-term basis to locations off campus such as Washington or London, should be expected to meet these CAS standards. 

Although professionalism in experiential education has made significant leaps in the past decade, the establishment of these standards is an important milestone within the field. For the first time, a major statement is made that defines an internship within the context of an academic institution of higher education. It emphasizes that careful thought, planning, administration, implementation, and feedback are important in the entire learning process and that sufficient resources should be available to accomplish the established goals of the learning experience. Also, this professionalism must exist within both the academic and the co-curricular areas of the institution. 

With the proliferation of internships at the local, state, national, and international levels, administrators and faculty have a special obligation to ensure not only the high quality of the learning environment for their students but also to assess the risk management and safety of students in these settings. Both faculty and staff need to be sufficiently trained to appropriately oversee an internship, to recognize the warning signs of problems, and to take appropriate action. Increasingly, institutions work with third-party organizations to place, supervise, and evaluate students because these organizations have dedicated personnel who are expert in these areas. Yet, similar diligence must be paid to the evaluation of their performance as well.

Internships and other forms of experiential education are much more acceptable as part of the college experience. New faculty members are often former interns who understand the value of an internship and the appropriate ways of measuring student performance. More agencies understand how to utilize interns and to give them substantive work and responsibilities. More financial assistance is available either through the institution or the placement site to help cover the student’s costs. Technology is providing career centers, internship offices, or off-campus programs with the ability to match the interests of the student with an appropriate placement more efficiently and effectively. Also, the movement toward on-line portfolio systems allows more participation in the development and evaluation of the student by all those involved in the internship experience. Such advances will very likely lead to greater advances in assessment of student outcomes in internships and other forms of experiential learning.
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