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Concerns: The Psychology Department is concerned that the administration is interfering with 
the department’s right to determine the content and development of courses, curriculum, and 
programs of study within our discipline.  
 
The administration is imposing:  

• new limits on the number of independent studies and internships allowed per semester; 
• reduction of faculty load credits for supervision of internships; and 
• a course-based teaching model (rather than an individualized faculty-student mentorship 

model) for internships.  
 

This combination of limitations – the number of students who can engage in such critical 
education opportunities, faculty load credit (in the case of internships), and demanding a course 
model -- undermines the faculty’s contractual right to determine its own curricula, and 
contradicts our departmental mission and the following objectives of the University’s strategic 
plan: 

• (Objective 1.4) Increase the number of students involved in undergraduate and graduate 
research and the level of funding for that research and creative activity. 

• (Objective 3.1) Increase the number of students who are involved in applied or 
experiential learning (e.g., service learning, projects for external audiences, co-ops, 
internships, etc.).   

 
 

Background Summary  

The Psychology Department has, for over 30 years, offered internships (PSY 496) and 
independent studies (PSY 499) as fundamental educational experiences for our students. 
These two courses allow our students opportunities to gain real world practical and/or research 
experience in ways that a traditional classroom experience cannot. We have documented that 
these two courses play a pivotal role in our students’ success. Assessment data gathered over 5 
years indicate that graduating seniors who have completed PSY496 (our internship experience) 
feel more connected to the Psychology department and feel better prepared for their future 
career/graduate school than do students who have not had an internship. Further, participation in 
PSY499 (Independent Study) often results in our undergraduates presenting posters at local, 
regional, and national conferences – and sometimes even peer-reviewed publication. In short, 
Internships and Independent Studies make our students more successful in gaining admission to 
graduate schools and professional programs, and obtaining jobs even in unstable economic times. 
 
Psychology is a widely multifaceted discipline. Our faculty consists of experts who currently or 
previously have worked with such varied populations as incarcerated juvenile offenders, 
homosexual and transgendered individuals, children with attachment disorders, Iraq war 
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veterans, normally aging older adults, and non-human animals (namely, pigeons). Our faculty 
conducts research examining physiological responses to stress, stereotypes against older adults, 
attitudes towards racially charged comedy, the effects of texting on cognitive function, older 
adults’ language perception and learning, mate preferences, psychological correlates of sexual 
offenders, visual perception in non-human animals, civic engagement, and the effects of 
pedagogical initiatives on college students’ learning, to name just a few.  
 
We use our expertise to match particular students with particular internships and research 
experiences. For example, our internships routinely consist of placements in: 
 

• gerontological settings (senior centers, nursing homes, nonprofit agencies); 
• sexual assault crisis centers (including shelters and hotlines); 
• schools (shadowing school psychologists or counselors); 
• animal labs (where students learn animal care and the ethical treatment of animals in 

research); 
• other Universities (e.g., Wesleyan University) and hospitals (e.g., Connecticut Valley 

Hospital) to gain experience conducting research with special populations; 
• community outreach agencies (e.g., New Britain Youth Services); and 
• clinical settings (e.g., Wheeler Clinic). 

 
Clearly, a single faculty member does not have the expertise, resources, or connections to 
effectively mentor students interning in such a diverse network of settings and maintain 
relationships with the community agencies that support our students. For this reason, our 
interns are matched with faculty that share their interests, have strong connections with 
appropriate agencies, and can best ensure their success in these placements. 
 
The numbers of students who are eligible for and who request these courses varies across 
semesters. Between Fall 2007 and Spring 2009, we have had as few as 7 students (which is rare) 
and as many as 23 undergraduates request internships. The average during this period was 15 
students per semester. A similar story exists for independent studies: The average number of 
independent studies that were requested averaged 11 (range of 7 to 13 students). 
 
Notably, the Psychology department generates a huge number of student load credits (over 6500) 
hours per semester. Our median class size is 37 students. For a department of approximately 
650 majors, one could argue that there have been too few students enrolled in these 
courses.   
 
According to our departmental strategic plan, we want to see 20% of our graduating seniors 
present or publish an independent research project. A main vehicle that we use to reach this goal 
is Independent Study. Research projects can often take more than a semester to complete, which 
is why we offer students the opportunity to take up to 6 credits of Independent Study. Without 
these opportunities, students may not see their project reach completion or fruition.   
 
For over 30 years, we have screened eligible students and enrolled them in these courses without 
any limits being placed upon course enrollment or how the courses were taught. When the 
Department deemed that students be enrolled in one of these courses, and the appropriate forms 
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were completed, the student was enrolled. We have never been denied the autonomy to schedule 
or shape internships or independent studies—until recently.  
 
The limitations to faculty load credits began in Fall 2009. Citing the fiscal crisis, the Dean of 
A&S noted that she couldn’t support the number of independent studies and internships that we 
had typically offered. Feeling the need to engage in shared sacrifice during difficult times, we 
negotiated a memorandum of understanding with the Dean noting that we would accept 3 faculty 
load credits for internships and independent studies which would be divided equally among the 
faculty members supervising these studies. The resulted in a drastic reduction in faculty load: 
Faculty supervising independent studies received approximately .17 credits for a 3-hour 
Independent Study (nearly HALF of the contractually stipulated .11 faculty load credits per 
student credit hour). Faculty supervising internships received approximately.20 load credits for 
each student they supervised. The side letter clearly noted that this compromise would be 
established for only one academic year, that is was not precedent setting, that it was in 
response to the impending fiscal crisis, and that our faculty would be compensated in 
faculty-load credit at appropriate levels in the near future. This was our Department’s clear 
gesture of good-faith negotiation with the Dean of A&S. 

Meanwhile, the issue of academic freedom was emerging with respect to internships. 
Approximately 2 years ago, the Dean of A&S asked a few junior Psychology Department 
members to initiate a change in how the department teaches internships. She asked them to create 
a syllabus so that internships would follow a class model. That is, instead of employing the 
individual faculty-student mentorship model that had proven effective over many years, she 
recommended formalizing an internship course that met several times throughout the semester. 
Students would continue fulfilling their placement hours (~120-150 over the semester) and 
individual faculty would still supervise/mentor the internship. Of note, quality control was cited 
as the reason for the change, not concerns over the budget and faculty load credit. 

The Department reviewed the syllabus our faculty constructed and the idea that internships be 
conducted with a classroom component. Of note, there is no solid evidence base 
demonstrating that course-based internship models are more effective than individualized 
mentorship models in achieving learning outcomes and promoting positive attitudes. 
Further, we surveyed comparable universities and found other Psychology Departments routinely 
employ individualized mentor-based internships. Thus, after carefully exploring the course-based 
option, the Department deemed that individualized mentor-based internships better suited the 
learning needs of our students. Although we do not dispute that a course-based model may 
indeed be effective in other disciplines, it is in the best interest of our students to continue in 
individualized mentor-based internships. A one-size-fits-all course model for internships is 
simply not appropriate across all disciplines.   

The Department requested meetings directly with the Dean to clarify the issues surrounding 
Internships and Independent Studies. In particular, we wanted to: 



p. 4 of 6 

1. demonstrate that our current individualized mentor-based outcome was indeed producing 
high quality educational experiences; 

2. emphasize the importance of having internships and independent studies that are 
curricularly supported (so that they appear on students’ transcripts and students receive 
course release for them); and 

3. to resolve issues surrounding faculty-load credit.  

Out first meeting occurred in Spring of 2009. The Dean refused to meet with the Department, 
and sent an associate to the Dean (an AAUP member receiving reassigned time to perform quasi-
administrative duties) to represent her. The Dean continued to insist upon a course-based 
approach to internships. Further, it was becoming clear that the Dean intended to impose more 
limits on the number of faculty load credits our department would be allocated for internships 
and independent studies. 

The Department asked for as second meeting with Dean and the Provost. The Dean again 
declined to attend the meeting, and was represented by her Associate. The Department presented 
over 100 pages of materials (e.g., student posters and presentations, student testimonials 
affirming the importance of internships to obtaining admittance to PhD programs and obtaining 
jobs) documenting and justifying the success of our individualized mentor-based independent 
studies and internships. The Provost concluded the decision was up to the Dean. Further, he 
suggested that we encourage students to pursue internships and independent research “on their 
own time” (e.g., as volunteers).  

There are several major problems with students pursuing internships and independent 
studies on a volunteer basis: 

1. Students do not obtain course release time to properly pursue these opportunities, 
which require 8-12 hours per week. This disadvantages and discriminates against students 
who are unable to pursue volunteer opportunities because of financial concerns (i.e., they 
need to spend a particular amount of time working or commuting to school). 

2. Students do not have an official designation on their transcript for completing an 
internship and/or independent study. Employers and selection committees for graduate 
and professional schools place great weight on documented curricular experiences. The 
documentation adds legitimacy and credibility to the experience. Note that this line of 
argument is often cited as reason to pursue special studies majors or interdisciplinary 
minors.  

3. Some internship placements (at least in Psychology) will not accept interns unless 
they are pursuing an internship for academic credit and are working directly with a 
faculty member that can serve as a liaison with the agency. 

4. Faculty need proper release time to mentor independent study and internship 
students. Faculty invest a tremendous amount of time arranging internship placements, 
checking in with internship supervisors throughout the semester, and training students in 
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research design and implementation of protocols. If all students “volunteered”, faculty 
would not have the release time to ensure that the students would have a rewarding 
educational experience.  

After these ineffectual meetings, the Department stood firm on protecting its curriculum and 
academic freedom, and the Dean backed off on a change in class format, saying “teach it any 
way you want.” However, a new tack was taken to limit our program. Stating economic reasons 
as the cause (not quality) she reduced the number of faculty load credits allocated for internships 
to 3 credits for Fall 2010. We had 12 students wanting to pursue internships for course credit. 
Thus, 3 students could not. In Spring 2011, the Dean imposed the same restriction on internships 
(3 credits) and added a 4-credit cap on independent studies. We had 17 students requesting 
internships and approximately 14 students hoping to pursue independent studies. Thus, this 
semester, 10 students were “shut out” of credit-bearing independent studies and 
internships. 

Notably, the most recent number of students wishing to pursue internships and independent 
studies is likely an underestimate. The “word is out” that students may not be granted these 
opportunities. Understandably, students do not want to risk being squeezed out of an internship 
or independent study and have to enroll in another course during the add-drop period.  

We should further note that students who are pursuing the Gerontology minor (an IDP housed 
within the Psychology Department) are required to have an internship. Gerontology Minor 
internships are lumped into this 3-credit cap. In other words, internships in Gerontology are 
considered Psychology internships – the course code of PSY496 applies to both types of 
internships. As the Gerontology Minor program grows (and it has over the past few years), the 
demand for internships will be greater. Clearly, a 3-credit cap applied to required 
Gerontology Minor internships and all other Psychology internships is not sustainable. 

During the most recent registration period, our students were misled into believing that their 
internships would be approved by the Dean’s Office. During Winter 2011, an Associate to the 
Dean instructed the Registrar to open a section of 17 students (i.e., all the students who requested 
the internship) and make our Department Chairperson the instructor of record. Our Chair was 
not consulted about this move. The Chair’s request that the Dean’s Office de-enroll the 
students was refused. Consequently, students’ internships appeared on their transcripts and the 
Chair later had to de-enroll the students that could not be supported due to the 3-credit cap.  

Currently, we are in the process of a possible grievance, and are in the informal negotiation 
stages. As of now, the grievance addresses internships, but not independent studies. In the first 
round, the Dean and Provost are insisting, again, that our internships be conducted with a 
classroom component even though we have deemed this option inappropriate. The proposed side 
letter from the administration includes bulleted points detailing which experiences are required in 
an internship (e.g., appropriate assignments, site visits by the faculty supervisor, etc.). This move 
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implies that curricular decisions about courses are subject to negotiation with the Administration. 
There does not seem to be much headway being made. Although some parts of the grievance are 
contractual, others are related to academic freedom.  

All told, the Dean’s arbitrary and unilateral assignment of faculty-load credit is unfairly 
shaping our academic programs and curricula. Limiting the credits for internships and for 
independent studies hurts our students. The number of credits we request is not 
disproportionate to the number of majors in our Department; internships and independent 
studies constitute no more than 5% of the credits that the Psychology Department 
generates per semester. Further, dictating the terms of an internship experience violates 
academic freedom. We have documented that our individualized mentorship model 
produces positive outcomes for students and should be supported by this Administration. 

We, the faculty, know what our students need to succeed. We know that graduate schools require 
internships and research experience for admittance into their programs. The rationale for 
imposing limits on our internships and our independent studies is unclear, at best. Unfortunately, 
the ultimate result is to degrade faculty’s expertise, prevent us from using academic resources in 
ways that have been proven to enhance our students’ future, and divide the members of our 
department in arguments over scant resources.  

 


