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Facilitating Internship Partnerships
Through Formal Agreements

VIVIENNE FELIX
KIMBERLEY COFFEY
RENA VARGHESE

Internships are a critical part of the
educational experiences of college and
university students, as they allow students
to explore the “world of work,” while de-
veloping professional and interpersonal
skills. However, for many higher educa-
tion administrators, the process of navi-
gating internships is complicated by the
nuances of internship agreements. This
extended abstract summarizes topics
discussed during a roundtable discussion
at the 49th Annual Virtual Conference
of the National Society for Experiential
Education. In this abstract, the purpose
and utility of internship agreements,
memoranda of understanding, affilia-
tion agreements, and other signed agree-
ments helpful in solidifying relationships
with external partners are explored. This
abstract is intended to facilitate a com-
munity of support for the higher edu-
cation professionals who manage and
review these documents and will provide
a framework for identifying practic-
es that advance student learning while
aligning with the needs, philosophy,
and risk tolerance of your institution.

Institutional Processes

The landscape governing expeti-
ential learning is becoming increasingly
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risk-averse and potentially litigious. For
that reason, many institutions of high-
er education rely upon signed agree-
ments with both domestic and interna-
tional partners to facilitate internships,
student teaching, clinical placements,
and other forms of experiential learn-
ing. Many times, the professionals who
manage the review and negotiation of
documents supporting these relation-
ships are doing so in addition to several
other professional responsibilities and
lack a legal background. Little scholar-
ly knowledge is available about intern-
ship agreements and affiliation agree-
ments, particularly outside the context
of medical training programs. Similarly,
practitioner-oriented content providing
high level guidance on how to craft or
think about these documents is scarce.

It is important to understand how
your institution supports this scope
of work. The approach towards these
agreements will differ between a small,
private institution and the process of a
larger, multi-campus public institution.
Is the process centralized across your
college or university? Does an approved
template for an internship agreement or
affiliation agreement already exist? Or do
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you need to create a template and seek
approval through the relevant leaders of
your institution? The answers to these
questions are best answered by senior
leadership. In addition, you could reach
out to your career services center ot gen-
eral counsel for guidance and support.
Conversations with colleagues in these
roles is vital for understanding your in-
stitution’s approach to risk and how they
will protect students and the institution
if experiential learning activity goes awry.

Types of Agreements

To formally establish partnerships
that will facilitate learning opportuni-
ties for students, staff must understand
the purpose of the documents that will
outline the roles and responsibilities of
each party. Whether managed by faculty,
staff, or administrators, it is important
that student learning is balanced with
risk management and academic com-
pliance expectations, where applicable.
Many kinds of agreements govern expe-
riential learning. Some examples include
community partnership agreements, in-
ternship agreements, memoranda of un-
derstanding, and affiliation agreements.
Community partnership agreements
(CPAs) are often used to document
the parameters of and stakeholders for
community engagement activities such
as volunteer work and service learning;
Memoranda of understanding (MOUs)
may be used similarly to document for-
mal relationships between the institution
and external partners. Affiliation agree-
ments (AAs) are likely the most robust
agreement and are often vetted by gener-
al counsel at the site and the institution;
these are typically used in clinical settings
and for schools and school districts.

Internship agreements document the
intended learning outcomes of the ac-
tivity; the timeframe of the activity; and
the level of compensation, if any. A key
difference between an IA and AAs is
the IA is primarily negotiated between,
and ultimately signed by, the student
and the site. In contrast, AAs, MOUs,
and CPAs are negotiated and signed
between the site and the institution. It
is uncommon for a student to sign the
document. For all types of agreements,
the agreement sets the stage for what the
student and site are responsible for and
ensures everyone agrees on the intend-
ed learning outcomes and assessment
of the learning activities. The more
aligned the student, site, and college/
university are, the greater the chance

of successful experience outcomes.

Common Challenges

Several challenges in the intern-
ship space often present as pain points
for sites and institutions. Common
topics to address in a formal agree-
ment include, but are not limited to,
student supervision, data privacy, on-
boarding protocols, liability, the im-

plications of immigration status, etc.

Experiential Learning in Other
Locations

Many institutions encourage
students to participate in experiential
learning that occurs outside the state of
the home institution. For students en-
gaged in student teaching, clinical place-
ments, and internships in the health pro-
fessions, an affiliation agreement is often
required between the site and the insti-
tution. A challenge of agreements that
govern experiences outside the home
state are the implications of local labor
laws. The state in which the internship
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is located could shape whether the site
and the institution view student interns
as employees. New Hampshire, for ex-
ample, has extremely specific rules and
regulations  around
unpaid  internships,
which must be ap-
proved by and re-
ported to the Depart-
ment of Labor by
both the school and
the host organization. When it comes
to virtual experiences, institutions still
need to be aware of the regulations
based on the home location of the in-
ternship site. For example, if a student
is completing a virtual experience with
a company based in a foreign coun-
try, you still need to be sure your insti-
tution has the proper steps in place to
allow the experience to occur legally.

COVID-19 Considerations

Several institutions issued specif-
ic guidance to their staff during the
COVID-19 crisis. For most colleges
and universities, students and campus-
es were encouraged to explore remote
internship options. However, not all in-
ternships could be effectively converted
into remote experiences. In addition,
some students expressed a strong pref-
erence for in-person internship expeti-
ences. As a result of these factors, for
some institutions, there was no universal
prohibition on in-person internships.

The following recommendations
might inform your institutional ap-
proach to on-site internship experienc-
es during a crisis like the COVID-19
global pandemic. For programs gov-
erned by accreditation standards and/
or leading to certification or licensure,
consult with the professional association

“The more aligned the
student, site, and college/
university are, the greater the
chance of successful experi-
ence outcomes.”

or accrediting body to see what is per-
missible, especially for remote or other
alternative experiences. As a best prac-
tice, it might be helpful to maintain the
continuity of on-site
internships only with
those sites who have
hosted students with-
in recent years and
have a valid TA or
AA already in place.
COVID-19, however, does create an
opportunity to establish new partner-
ships with sites who have the capac-
ity and willingness to host a mean-
ingful remote internship experience.

It is recommended that campuses
conduct a review of each site to make
sure it is appropriate and not unrea-
sonably dangerous. At a minimum, this
might include contacting the site’s su-
pervisor and discussing the environment
and precautions implemented, including
that the site complies with local depart-
ment of health protocols and that stu-
dents are not sent to an untenably dan-
gerous situation (for example, engaging
in alarge-scale interaction with the public
or at-risk populations or the site failing
to provide effective, personal protective
equipment). To the extent permitted by
the state education department and ap-
plicable accreditation bodies, campuses
should offer students alternative arrange-
ments to participating in the internship,
including remote options if available,
even after the in-person experience com-
mences should any students feel at risk.

From a legal perspective, no student
should feel unduly pressured to go to
an internship site; free will is necessary
to make a student acknowledgement
waiver, if adopted, valid. The content
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of a student acknowledgement waiver
might request that students acknowl-
edge, or agree, they have been present-
ed with alternative internship options.

Should they choose to go on-site,
students are voluntarily choosing to
participate in an on-site internship and
are assuming the known risks involved
with participation. Existing IAs and AAs
may need to be amended to specifically
include warranties that sites will contin-
ually maintain compliance with all ap-
plicable laws and regulations associated
with the COVID-19 crisis. Colleges and
universities should remain in contact
with sites to ensure these warranties
are maintained and appropriate proto-
cols are followed. In addition, campuses
should inform students of the conse-
quences for violations of local depart-
ment of health protocols. This might
include a removal from the internship
site (and program), and the possibility
of negative academic implications for
failure to abide by the student code of
conduct or campus policies not insu-
lated by First Amendment protection.

Other Provisions to Consider

There are many questions to consider
when drafting and negotiating the terms
of aformalagreement. Belowis a non-ex-
haustive list of questions to consider:

- Who is the approved institutional
signatory?

- What is the timeline for document
review?

- Does the site require compen-
sation (i.e. an honorarium) of any
kind? If so, will my institution agree
to this?

- How long is the agreement valid?

- Have your legal/compliance/risk
management experts been consult-
ed, including to assess the enforce-
ability of the agreement?

- Are students required to sign
agreements? What are the conse-
quences to their participation if
they do not agree to sign?

Ideally, internship agreements and
affiliation agreements will reflect mutu-
ally beneficial terms that are amenable to
all stakeholders. In closing, it is advisable
to involve a legal counsel, risk manage-
ment, and other senior administrators
in preparing agreements to review their
validity and enforceability. This is espe-
cially important when these agreements
are required to be signed by students for
their participation in internships and oth-
er experiential learning experiences. W
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