


measure of a student’s learning, and the awarding of
it (note the difference between awarding credit and
paying compensation) is supposed to represent the
acquisition by the student of a certain increment of
knowledge and intellectual skill. It has nothing to do
with the value of a student’s service to an academic
institution or, in an internship, to an outside agency
or organization.

If these two elements are independent, measuring
different accomplishments and rewarding them in dif-
ferent ways, then why all the hue and cry over provid-
ing both if the nature of the internship experience so
merits? That is, why should not a student receive com-
pensation, if his activities on behalf of an organization
are of value, and, in addition receive academic credit if
he has a valid learning experience related to his aca-
demic program? Is it logical to expect the awarding of
academic credit to serve both purposes? One may ar-
gue that awarding academic credit for services rendered
off-campus to an outside agency is a violation of the
basis for the awarding of such credit and, indeed,
cheapens and demeans its very concept. But we know
that far too many students are awarded academic
credit for on campus work experiences totally unre-
lated to their academic programs. It is just such a use
of credit—not the providing of compensation—that
violates the educational rationale for internships.

Pros and Cons of Cash and Credit

The most common argument against combining
cash and credit is that compensation compromises
the learning experience, that the remunerated intern-
ship suffers from qualitative deflation. According to
this theory, the compensated student ceases to perceive
the internship as a learning experience, and sees it
rather as a job to be carried out according to the dic-
tates of the agency or organization that is paying his or
her way. The process of learning becomes subordinate
to the performance of the requisite duties. Advocates
of this approach argue that since the organization is
paying the student, itcan assign those activities that are
most beneficial to the organization—even if they are
unrelated to the student’s academic program.

Such abuses can and do occur. A student is assigned
to an internship and ends up emptying wastepaper bas-
kets, filing papers, and running the mimeograph ma-
chine. But can one attribute this outcome to the paying
of compensation by the agency? Experience indicates
that there is virtually no difference in the frequency
of such violations for paid or unpaid internships. The
distinction is that in the unpaid, “‘volunteer” internship,
a student may easily walk out, while compensation pro-
vides an incentive to remain and treat the assignment
as a job, albeit an onerous one.

The solution to this problem is not to prohibit com-
pensation but rather to deal with the underlying cause
of the improper utilization of students. It is the obli-
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gation of the faculty member who supervises the aca-
demic component of an internship to assure that there
is complete understanding and agreement among the
receiving agency, the faculty members, and the student
regarding the nature and content of the internship ex-
perience. If the faculty member is simply sending the
student to any organization that agrees to accept an
intern, without a clear agreement as to what is to be
accomplished, then the likelihood of failure is consid-
erable — whether or not the student is paid.

Agency-Intern Relations

The concept of organization/college/student con-
tracts for internship experiences has been discussed
many times in Synergist. There is an obligation to
formulate such an agreement and then to expend the
necessary effort to police it. Experience has shown that
where the student is assigned to inappropriate activ-
ities, it is frequently because the receiving organization
(and particularly the immediate supervisor) is not
aware of the purposes of the internship. All he knows
is that another person has been assigned to him. No
wonder, then, the internship in such a situation may
fail. But that failure is not the result of compensation;
it is the result of a breakdown in communication among
the three parties involved in the internship.

Another argument concerns the fear that compensa-
tion gives the agency too much control over the stu-
dent. But it might equally be said that paying compen-
sation gives the receiving agency or organization a
stake in the outcome of the internship. If an agency
commits its resources to support a student’s involve-
ment, it has a vested interest in his performance.

While some have argued that unpaid volunteers re-
ceive better treatment from and access to agency staff,
experience is to the contrary. The unpaid intern often
is seen as a burden that some well-intentioned su-
perior in the organization has foisted on the depart-
ment or division. If he or she keeps out of the way and
out of trouble, fine, but if the intern seeks to make a
claim upon the resources or the time of the staff, fric-
tion and conflict often result. The paid intern, on the
other hand, has a certain degree of organizational
status and is expected to contribute and to lay claim
to the capacities of the unit—including the time of
the supervisor.

Academic Credit as Compensation

Some will say that academic credit is a form of com-
pensation, so that paying monetary compensation is
redundant. However, academic credit and compensa-
tion relate to two independent elements of the intern-
ship: credit is a measure of intellectual growth on the
part of the student; compensation is a measure of the
student’s services to the agency.

Another objection to the argument that academic
credit is of itself sufficient compensation rests on the
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fact that it is the student who pays for those credits.
It seems specious to argue that a student is being com-
pensated for internship activities by receiving that
which the student himself has purchased through the
payment of tuition. If an internship is academically
valid, then the awarding of credit must be on the same
basis as awarding credit for the successful completion
of a classroom course.

Motivations and Money

The remaining objections are interrelated: (1) that
compensation for internships violates the concept of
voluntarism, and (2) that the opportunity to perform
useful public service through an internship should be,
of itself, a sufficient reward. There is no question that
voluntarism is a deeply rooted component of American
life, indeed one of the most humanitarian traditions
of our citizenry. Certainly, if a student feels an altruis-
tic or humanitarian urge to give of his time to an agency
and can find an unremunerated placement, that is
laudable. It serves both the public good and the stu-
dent’s academic interests. But is it reasonable to exact
from each student who wishes to undertake an intern-
ship as part of his learning experience a commitment of
this type? Social commitment is a personal act; it should
not be extorted as the price for participating in an
important component of one’s education.

The second aspect of this argument is the most in-
vidious. It is fine to say that public service should be its
own reward, but we must take into account the fact that
an increasing proportion of today’s college students are
financially strapped. These students cannot afford to
give up twenty hours a week, or ten to fifteen weeks full-
time, to take part in an internship that does not generate
income. If academic credit and compensation are mutu-
ally exclusive, then we must ask these students to
choose between slinging hash to earn the funds with
which to continue their education—or having a mean-
ingful, intellectually valuable internship. The absurdity
of forcing such a decision is patent; by doing so we are
saying that academic internships can only be open to
those whose financial security enables them to donate
their time. Tremendous strides have been made during
the past decade to extend the benefits of higher edu-
cation to virtually every person who has the motiva-
tion to seek it. Are we then to deprive these students
of internship opportunities because of our unwilling-
ness to allow them to use their limited time efficiently
in terms of both learning and earning?

Enhancing the status and involvement of an intern
in the workings of an agency and extending the bene-
fits of internships to less affluent students are only two
of the reasons for providing both cash and credit. The
compensated internship also gives the student a real-
istic understanding of the value of work at a profes-
sional or pre-professional level and of the conse-
quences of being a part of an organizational entity.

ACTION/NSVP

The Federal Government has recently recognized the
inseparability of compensation and credit. The new
U.S. Office of Education regulations governing the
College Work-Study Program now permit schools to
award academic credit for off-campus internships
funded through this program. The consequences of this
clarification of Federal policy are several. It makes
possible the development of a whole realm of valuable
internship opportunities with public agencies and pri-
vate non-profit organizations that might otherwise be
unable to support student interns. It also frees the
financially needy student from the drudgery of low-
skill jobs and enables him to receive a work-study fi-
nancial assistance award for an internship that also
offers academic credit.

However, not every academic internship must carry
with it cash compensation. There are still many stu-
dents who are willing and able to accept internships
without pay, particularly if they have a social commit-
ment to the goals and purposes of the organization to
which they are assigned. Similarly, many agencies and
organizations with outstanding internship opportun-
ities simply cannot marshall the resources to provide
for compensated internships, although the new College
Work-Study regulations should help alleviate that
problem. If a student and an agency or organization
can agree on an academic internship, and compensa-
tion is not an issue, that is laudable. But such an agree-
ment must derive from a student’s personal desire for
such an arrangement.

It also is important to recognize that compensation
may be provided in forms other than stipend or salary.
Some organizations, while unable to provide a full
wage, may provide assistance for transportation or
other expenses; others may compensate the intern
retroactively by crediting his time spent with the agency
as an intern in determining a graduate’s entry level or
applicant ranking for a regular position.

Determining Factors

Several factors will ultimately determine whether
cash and credit can coexist in academic internships.
First, internships are increasingly becoming a curricu-
lum requirement in an ever-expanding number of disci-
plines and fields. Second, the cost of obtaining a higher
education continues to spiral upwards, increasing the
pressures on students to budget their time in the most
economically efficient manner. Third, college students
are becoming more career-oriented, and internships
approximate a professional, real world environment.
Finally, additional resources are becoming available to
bring compensated internships within the reach of
many agencies and organizations that have never be-
fore been able to pay even a modest stipend to a stu-
dent intern. These factors will ultimately compel the
acceptance of compensation as a necessary component
of academic internships. O
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