
Abstract.  The success of administering TPC programs in 
times of crisis, like all crisis management, directly results from 
actions taken before the crisis and in the early days of the 
crisis. This commentary describes a national-scope internship 
program in a professional department that prepares stu-
dents for careers in professional communication, film & video 
production, graphic design, photography, theatre, technical 
theatre, and game design.  The internship is a 12-credit, full-
time, semester-long mentored experience occurring in the 
students’ final semester as the capstone graduation require-
ment for all department majors.  Takeaways in this com-
mentary include aspects of design and management of the 
program in normal times, as well as adjustments made during 
the recent coronavirus pandemic.
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The Department of Communications Media internship program 
at Fitchburg State University was established in the late 1970s, 
decades prior to the campus internship office, established in 

2020. The internship is a substantial commitment of time, personnel, 
and resources among students, the university, and internship hosts. 
COMM 4880 is a 12-credit, full-time, semester-long mentored experi-
ence occurring in the students’ final semester as the capstone gradu-
ation requirement for all department majors: professional communi-
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cation, film & video production, graphic design, photography, theatre, 
technical theatre, and game design. Unlike many university internship 
programs, from the beginning ours was designed, with the approval of 
the then university president, to assign a senior faculty member as the 
Internship Director for his or her complete teaching load. In the early 
2000s, a one-course reduction from the usual four-course load was 
provided to the internship director as department enrollments grew 
to over 500 students. As a state university, the Collective Bargaining 
Agreement specifies that a section of interns in COMM 4880 (as well as 
other internship courses across departments around the state) consist 
of 7-9 students. When semester enrollments exceed 27 registered in-
terns in three sections of the course, additional sections are added and 
faculty assigned to them as part of their four-course load.

The internship director is responsible for developing and maintain-
ing professional relationships with organizations (now numbering over 
500), coordinating the Internship Qualification Program (explained in 
more detail later), encouraging faculty to volunteer to participate in 
portfolio reviews, recommending internships to qualified students, 
and providing feedback from internship sites to faculty regarding stu-
dent knowledge and abilities in their disciplines. 

As a professional department, it is vitally important for faculty to 
stay abreast of what organizations expect in the students they host 
as interns and hire as employees. The primary advantage of assigning 
responsibility for an internship program to a faculty member, as op-
posed to a mid-level administrator in a centralized office, is the ability 
to develop highly specialized knowledge of internship sites—even 
for a department as complex as ours. This is frequently mentioned on 
assessment forms sent to internship sites, along with positive feedback 
concerning our interns’ knowledge, abilities, work ethic, and profes-
sionalism. Positive feedback about our students, we believe, is the 
result of programmatic design that involves students in professional-
level courses from the freshman year forward and the rigor of the 
Internship Qualification Program.

Normal Times—Pre-Pandemic
The capstone internship occurs in a student’s final academic semester, 
after all other university requirements have been met. It is a 12-credit 
course that takes place entirely within an internship host organization, 
designed as a transitional mentored experience between the academic 
and professional worlds.  Internship hosting organizations must be 
willing to provide a mentor and appropriate entry-level tasks for the 
intern to perform and be evaluated on. Given that the experience is 



Internships During a Pandemic

still an academic one, with significant learning opportunities provided, 
we have developed a series of academic assignments to accompany 
and reflect on the mentored professional experiences—weekly journal, 
internship analysis report, journal summary of activities and learning 
experiences. Internships average between 32 and 40 hours per week 
for a 15-week semester.

Interns must qualify for the experience by maintaining a 2.5+ GPA 
in their academic coursework, excelling in the Internship Qualification 
Program, and receiving positive recommendations from the faculty 
who have taught them. Students who do not meet these minimum 
standards may take additional courses to raise their GPAs, rework their 
portfolios based on faculty suggestions, and in very rare occasions 
(fewer than one student per year on average) some may choose to 
take additional coursework and obtain a diploma in General Studies, 
rather than in Communications Media.

The Internship Qualification Program is held twice yearly; the fall 
program qualifies interns for the spring semester, and the spring pro-
gram qualifies interns for both summer and fall. This program consists 
of mandatory attendance at a series of seminars that cover such topics 
as internship qualifications and regulations, portfolio and resume 
development, and professionalism. Much of what the seminars cover 
is straightforward and common to this sort of preparation at virtually 
all colleges and universities. The first seminar covers advice on prepar-
ing for the internship, particularly focusing on what is required during 
the qualification program. The second seminar covers resume design 
and development, as well as breakout sessions on portfolio and Vimeo 
reel design led by faculty within the disciplines of our department. An 
aspect of resume development that is tailored to our department and 
to our internship organization’s expectations is the internship resume, 
because it includes a section labeled Academic Profile—a listing of 
courses taken that relate to a student’s objective.
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Figure 1. Sample Internship Resume

Portfolios also differ according to major. Film & Video production 
majors create a Vimeo reel portfolio that contains short clips from 
film projects they have produced in classes or in some cases inde-
pendently, as well as short descriptions of the clips and their roles in 
the projects. A link to their Vimeo reels is included on their resumes. 
Graphic Design and Photography students produce two portfolios—a 
standard physical portfolio that contains prints of their work, as well as 
an online portfolio modeled after professional examples available from 
internship sites and on the web. Professional Communication students 
(who in our department focus mostly on marketing communication) 
produce both a written and online portfolio. Links to these are also 
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provided on the internship resume. Game Design portfolios tend to be 
a merged example of what one would find in a graphic design portfo-
lio and a Vimeo reel—both still-life work and animations. These, too, 
are modeled after professional examples. Theatre and technical theatre 
portfolios include video clips, headshots, and still photography of the-
atrical performances students have participated in.

Following the seminars, prospective interns present and defend 
their portfolios before a faculty committee, consisting of the internship 
director and production faculty (although these defenses are open to 
all department faculty). These sessions resemble what is common to a 
BFA program, in that the student presents and explains work created 
during their academic career (as well as any freelance work they might 
have created professionally). Technical theatre follows this example; 
theatre production includes live auditions before a faculty committee. 
Faculty provide critiques and suggestions. Students then revise ac-
cordingly until their final portfolio or Vimeo reel is approved.

Once all internship application materials have been approved, stu-
dents meet with the internship director in order to obtain and discuss 
internship recommendations based on their qualifications and inter-
ests. As opposed to many university internship programs, we do not 
permit students to select their own internships. Instead, we provide 
carefully selected opportunities that the faculty and internship director 
have agreed to as appropriate for the student. We do encourage stu-
dents to propose internship sites that would be new to our program. 
These are then vetted to see if the internship is appropriate to the 
expectations of our program and that the student would be a good 
match, again based on their qualifications. As the largest department 
on campus, we have had enrollments as high as 650+ yielding approxi-
mately 150 interns per year. Enrollment has decreased in the last few 
years, as college-age demographics change, but we still place approxi-
mately 100-120 interns every year, divided among our sub-disciplines: 
film & video production, game design, marketing communication, 
graphic design, photography, theatre, and technical theatre. 

Our internship reach is national in scope, with occasional interna-
tional placements when the legal challenges of students working and 
studying in other countries can be resolved. National internships par-
ticularly in the film and video major include Los Angeles film produc-
tion companies, as well as content creators such as National Geograph-
ic, The Discovery Channel, The Smithsonian, and regional production 
companies. Graphic design national internships have included poster 
and promotional design companies for film and theatre in Los Ange-
les and New York City. Recently, a New York intern was invited by his 
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internship site to submit one of his movie poster designs among those 
designed by other employees to one of their clients—a major super-
hero film production company. The executives at the presentation 
session did not know until the end of the session that they had chosen 
the intern’s design. His work has subsequently been seen in advertise-
ments throughout the country. This experience led to the intern being 
hired on the final day of his internship. Photography national intern-
ships have included studios throughout the country. Game Design 
internships, because of the nature of the industry, can often be com-
pleted virtually, similar to the work of professional game designers. 
As a result, their internships have included many international place-
ments, since issues of work regulations do not apply; these include 
primarily Canadian and European internships. Theatre internships are 
primarily in New York City and New England. Technical Theatre, our 
newest and smallest major, has developed mostly regional internships 
in the Northeast. Marketing communication, probably of most interest 
to readers of this publication, has included advertising, public rela-
tions, and social media internships throughout the Northeast as well as 
other locations in the United States and abroad.

Figure 2. Evelyn Island Mateo, Production Assistant Intern, KITV-4 
News, Honolulu, HI (used by permission)
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Figure 3. Anna Burch, Photography Assistant Intern, Aspen, CO 
(used by permission)

Figure 4. Brooke Teves, Videography Intern, Massachusetts Divi-
sion of Fisheries & Wildlife, Annual Bear Census (used by permis-
sion)

After final approval for students to move forward to the interview 
stage of the process, they contact recommended internship sites, 
most of which we are able to provide them with an individual name, 
number, and email address. Students are required to reach out by 
phone first, the reason being that phone calls and voice mail messages 
are more difficult to ignore than email messages. Out of the 500+ 
internship sites we have relationships with, a few have established a 
NO CALL status, so for those recommended internship sites, the first 
contact is by email. 

For many of our students, this will be the first time in their lives 
that they have done anything like this. While in the process of writing 
this commentary, a student emailed me to say that he was the first 
person in his family to go to college, and that he did not know how to 
contact an organization in a professional manner. Several years ago, 
I developed a script for prospective interns that addresses precisely 
this challenge and includes samples of cold calls and initial emails, as 
well as things to avoid (using “Hey” as their form of initial address in an 
email, for example).
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On average, we provide three recommended internship sites for 
prospective interns to contact, ask if they are seeking interns for a par-
ticular semester (Fall, Spring, Summer), and if so, may they apply and 
interview for it. If all goes according to plan, students ordinarily obtain 
one or two interviews, and in almost all cases the interviews lead to 
one or two internship offers, most likely because we have personal and 
professional relationships with all of our internship sites as a result of 
our visitation policy, described below. On occasion, internship contacts 
are alumni who are in a position to “give back” to the university and 
department.

When an internship is confirmed, the department sends out intern-
ship documents to the intern and the internship sites. The most impor-
tant of these is the Internship Contract. The state mandated a standard 
contract a few years back when they provided funding for internship 
liability policies. The contract explains the policy (in unfortunately tur-
gid legalese) and establishes expectations for internship performance 
and educational objectives.
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Figure 5. Internship Contract
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Figure 5. Internship Contract (continued)

Readers who have taught legal writing courses—as I have—will 
immediately notice some of the shortcomings of this contract (primar-
ily the overuse of unnecessary legalese as opposed to plain English), 
but this approved version represents my sixth revision of what was 
imposed on state universities. Everything that could still be improved 
was required to remain in the contract by the university administration 
and its lawyers.

There are two additional hallmarks of our internship program. The 
first, already discussed, is that rather than the program being managed 
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from a university office and by a mid-level administrator, it is the sole 
teaching responsibility of a senior department faculty member. The 
second is that while students are at their internships, faculty supervi-
sors conduct onsite visits, typically once or twice per semester, de-
pending upon the internship’s location (the majority are within driving 
distance of the university). We do have a reasonably generous travel 
budget and conduct visits to frequently used locations throughout 
the country (primarily New York City and Los Angeles), though usually 
only once per year for these. These visits include meeting interns and 
their supervisors, reviewing work, evaluating their preparation for the 
internship, and answering any questions the intern or the supervisor 
might have. Despite the fact that this is labor intensive and costly, to 
date we have been able to preserve it, and it is one of the most fre-
quently mentioned aspects of our program, when we conduct pro-
grammatic reviews.

Challenges in Normal Times
The university and the department, similar to other institutions across 
the country, are increasingly confronting a student population that is 
less prepared for the rigors of university work. Our university has long 
been an educational resource for first-generation students, students 
from newly immigrated families, students from historically under-
represented populations, students from families and homes in which 
English is not the first language, students facing a wide range of socio-
economic challenges—including poverty and even homelessness. It 
has been our mission to seek these students out, recruit them, and 
provide them with an education that enables them to compete suc-
cessfully in the knowledge economy of the 21st century; we continue 
to do it well.

As a result, the department’s curriculum—as a professional de-
partment—has been structured for nearly 50 years in such a way that 
all coursework looks forward to and targets the required full-time 
capstone internship in the final semester of students’ senior year. Each 
of the department’s disciplines includes a balance between required 
communication theory courses and professional production courses. 
The focus is consistently on education rather than training alone, so 
that our graduates can become lifelong learners and adapt to changes 
that are inevitable in any highly technical knowledge-based profes-
sion. As a result, the internship continues to be an experience in which 
students can reality-test their passions, skills, knowledge, and abilities 
to determine if their chosen career is right for them. 

For over a decade, online, qualitative, Likert-based assessments 
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have been used throughout our internship program to assess portfo-
lio qualities (completed by faculty participating in the portfolio de-
fenses) and intern preparedness (completed by internship site hosts). 
In addition to the standard 5-category numerical forms for individual 
questions or characteristics, each assessment form includes additional 
space for observations by faculty and internship sites. For overall 
program reviews, we also conduct surveys of frequently-used intern-
ship sites to specifically assess the qualifications of our interns vis-à-vis 
organizations’ expectations of entry-level employees. The most impor-
tant question in these surveys (and included in the assessment form 
sent to internship site hosts each semester they host an intern) is: “If 
an entry-level position became available in the intern’s specific area of 
expertise, would he or she be competitive for it?”

Internship Program modifications, as well as curriculum modifica-
tions, are consistently based on the results of our assessment program. 
A case in point: recently, there has been some discussion at the Dean 
and Provost level regarding providing part-time internships as an 
alternative to the capstone, full-time internship, for which our depart-
ment has been known for nearly half a century. I conducted a survey 
of 35 long-time internship sites which frequently take multiple interns 
per year.
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Figure 6. Internship Preference Survey
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The survey is ongoing; at the time of this writing (late May), the 
results are tabulated in the following Excel spreadsheet.

Figure 7. Internship Preference Survey Data (to date)

Due to, I think, the rigorous preparation provided to students prior 
to the internship semester, the encouragement provided for them to 
attain professional standards in academic courses, the carefully de-
signed Internship Qualification Program to ready students for their 
internship experiences, and faculty support while they are on intern-
ship, the Internship Program has successfully provided a transitional 
experience to careers for decades. Or, at least that is how things are 
designed to work.

And Then the Covid Pandemic Occurred
On Thursday, March 5, 2020, I had completed two weeks of portfolio 
defenses with faculty colleagues representing the department’s six 
disciplines (film & video production, marketing communication, game 
design, photography, theatre, and technical theatre) in preparation for 
summer and fall internships, when every faculty member and student 
received notice from the university president that, following spring 
break—the next week—the university would convert to a completely 
virtual teaching environment in response to the growing COVID-19 
pandemic. This included the 48 students enrolled in COMM 4880, In-
ternship. Interns were spread across the country from the Los Angeles 
film industry to New York City media headquarters to smaller organiza-
tions throughout New England.

 One week to make this happen—smoothly, if possible. 
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What We Did
Step One
I contacted each of the 48 internship sites and discussed with the 
onsite internship supervisor and other management whether or not 
the work they do with interns could be converted to remote work, as 
this was being required by the university. 40 internship sites, including 
small and large organizations (even our most prestigious film com-
pany internship sites, if the internship was in a non-production part of 
the industry), agreed to do so. The remaining 8 involved experiences, 
mostly television production, that would be impossible to do any way 
other than in person; in addition, the eight firms hosting these intern-
ships are owned by large media parent organizations which cancelled 
all internships across the country. For these internships, we accepted 
that they were concluded (at 11 or 12 weeks out of the normal 15) and 
added a significant academic assignment to the end of the course—an 
extensive final paper to analyze this unique experience, its effect on 
the internship, and the student’s career prospects. As will be seen later 
in this commentary, the result of major media companies cancelling 
their internship programs was significant.

Step Two
During spring break, while working on converting current internships 
from onsite experiences to remote experiences, I decided—based on 
daily news reports—that summer internships would most likely need 
to be remote, as well. Following portfolio defenses, our process is to 
then provide internship recommendations to students who contact 
sites to set up interviews. I chose to recommend only internship sites 
that I thought could develop remote internships, from among the 
over 500 organizations we work with regularly; I contacted each site I 
planned to recommend, in order to confirm whether or not this would 
be possible.

As a result, by the end of spring break, most of the current intern-
ships had transitioned to remote work, and I was already steering sum-
mer interns to organizations that told me they could provide virtual 
internships. 

Step Three
But this did not resolve the challenge of what to do with our larg-
est group of interns—film & video production students—the most 
qualified of whom have aimed their academic careers toward the 
Hollywood film industry, independent documentary production, or 
television at major commercial stations. To compound that challenge, 
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toward the end of March I received an email from the Associate Vice 
President informing me that all summer internships would be required 
to be virtual. I was pretty certain that would “virtually” assure that al-
most no student from our largest major—film and video production—
would be able to obtain an internship, and that our summer internship 
enrollment could be significantly reduced from our average of 30-35 
interns.

At about this time, however, as Massachusetts was shutting down 
with stay-at-home orders proliferating, the governor provided a de-
tailed list and explanation of “essential services” that would be permit-
ted to stay open, since the work done was vitally important. I knew this 
included all of the medical industry, where we do have internships in 
marketing communication, graphic design, and photography. Won-
dering what else might be in the list, I downloaded the publication 
and read all 40+ pages. Journalism outlets (print and broadcast) were 
deemed essential to the state during the pandemic.

Since our university is a state institution, I wrote to the associate 
vice president and suggested that the state university should not have 
a standard for internships that conflicted with the governor’s standard 
for the state, and that, as a result, students should be permitted to 
intern at any organization deemed essential by the governor, including 
television stations, newspapers, etc., provided that interns adhere to 
the safety precautions being required by those essential services. My 
reasoning held, and those internships were approved for students.

Nonetheless, major television outlets owned by national media 
consortiums decided to suspend their summer (and fall 2020, spring 
2021, and summer 2021) internships; no decision has been made yet 
about fall 2021. But our state has local access television stations in 
almost every city and town. Many are managed by alumni from our 
department, including those who worked in the film industry and after 
several years (and often after having families) decided to return to the 
state for jobs with salaries and benefits, rather than continue in the gig 
economy of their discipline. As a result, I was able to place almost all 
of the film and video production students into community television 
internships. This provided valuable, hands-on production experience 
(in many cases more so than would be obtained at the major television 
outlets throughout the region and elsewhere), and most importantly, 
it did not hinder students’ progress toward graduation. In addition, the 
university added a Covid Contract Amendment that would be required 
for the summer and fall internships.
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Figure 8. Covid Contract Addendum

The result was that the summer internship semester placed 24 stu-
dents into professional internships within their disciplines, down about 
8-10 from the average number of summer interns.

Looking ahead to the fall semester, it began to appear that ad-
ditional internship sites were going to be permitted to host onsite 
interns, as the state made progress against the COVID-19 virus and 
began to open up. The exception continued to be major television 
outlets owned and operated by national corporations, such as Hearst, 
Viacom, NBC Universal, and Nextstar. Internship placement, as a result, 
rose to 30—the highest fall enrollment in three years.

For the fall semester, the university had decided to open the 
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campus, permitting faculty to choose among three teaching options: 
completely virtual, hybrid involving in-person classroom instruction 
and online learning, or total in person classroom instruction. The ques-
tion was how should the Internship Qualification Program fit into the 
scenarios.

Understanding that everything could change by the time the 
program began in early October or midway through it, we decided to 
convert the qualification program to one seminar held on campus that 
would cover all aspects of preparing for the internship (livestreamed as 
well as videotaped for students who might not be on campus). Portfo-
lio defenses would be scheduled through Google Meet or Zoom, and 
internship placement meetings would also be provided virtually. This 
turned out to be a good decision, since many parts of the country, in-
cluding New England, were experiencing a second surge of COVID-19 
cases. As a result, the campus closed the weekend before Thanksgiving 
and converted once again to virtual learning. Fortunately for the in-
ternship program, and a result of focusing on essential services, as well 
as the associated success of protecting students from covid during 
the spring and summer semesters (only one intern out of 72 caught 
the virus, and he caught it from his mother, a nurse), the conversion to 
virtual learning did not affect current internships in the fall semester. In 
fact, students on internship turned out to be much safer than students 
on campus, where the incidence of covid infection, though good, was 
higher.

Despite ongoing internship placement challenges, most signifi-
cantly the fact that major media organizations had decided not to 
host internships until fall, 2021 at the earliest, we were able to place 48 
students into internships for the spring semester, 2021, the same num-
ber as spring 2020, pre-pandemic. Some of these placements included 
our most prestigious internship sites—major Los Angeles film produc-
tion companies who had converted their own internship programs to 
virtual experiences.

As I complete this article during the early summer semester, 2021, 
COVID-19 cases are decreasing nationwide, and vaccines are being dis-
tributed. We had decided to operate the summer/fall Internship Quali-
fication Program, scheduled for early February through early May, the 
same way we did the spring program, which ran from late September 
through early December: one large seminar that was held on campus, 
livestreamed and videotaped (with Google Meet as a back-up plan if 
the university shut down completely again), Google Meet portfolio 
defenses, and Google Meet internship placement meetings. My hope 
was that we would be able to attain our average number of summer 
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internships (30-35) for the summer semester, 2021, and a similar num-
ber for fall. We exceeded that goal with 40 interns, the largest number 
of summer interns in the history of our department. Admittedly, some 
of this was attributable to a small number of students who decided to 
postpone fall, 2020, and spring, 2021, internship to the summer or fall.

What We Learned
During a global pandemic, it has been possible to preserve a demand-
ing 12-credit, full-time, semester-long, capstone internship program 
that has been the most important characteristic of the Communi-
cations Media Department at Fitchburg State University, since the 
department’s founding in the 1970s. There are several reasons why we 
were successful.

Take Away 1
The preparation for these challenges began long before the pandemic. 
In our internship program during normal times, supervising faculty 
conduct in-person visits to state-based internship sites twice during 
a semester. Out-of-state internship sites are visited once, including 
internship sites in New York City, Los Angeles, and other locations. 
Consequently, we have built professional relationships with important 
media organizations throughout the country—relationships that ena-
bled us to continue placing interns, often in virtual experiences, during 
the pandemic. These negotiations were relatively easy, since both par-
ties knew each other professionally and often personally. For example, 
internship site contacts, including vice presidents and presidents of 
the organizations we work with across the country, regularly contact 
us to see if we will be recommending an intern to them in the ensuing 
semester.

Take Away 2 
We were proactive in converting internships to virtual or hybrid ex-
periences, in cooperation with our internship organizations. Students 
received valuable professional experience, perhaps in ways they never 
expected, but in ways that provided new skills that may turn out to be 
important in how organizations run themselves in a post-pandemic 
future.

Take Away 3
We were flexible in providing our largest cohort of students (film and 
television production majors) with community television experiences 
that had been deemed essential in for the state. These experiences 
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were in all cases more direct and permitted more student participation 
in actual production activities than students could have experienced 
prior to the pandemic at national media organizations, particularly sta-
tions that are unionized and have restrictions on the activities permit-
ted by interns.

And interestingly, throughout this time, we continued to receive 
requests from additional organizations desiring to participate in our 
internship program, based on what they had heard about the qualifi-
cations of our students and the design of our program.

Looking Ahead
I am convinced that society will not be “returning to normal” following 
the global COVID-19 pandemic, even post-vaccine. Many organiza-
tions have learned that they can be successful in a virtual atmos-
phere; Google Meet and Zoom are here to stay, with technical and 
performance-enhancing improvements being rolled out regularly. 
Universities, as a result, may decide to forego travel funds that support 
in-person internship supervisory meetings. I have long argued that 
such a decision is unwise, because it eliminates the opportunity to de-
velop the personal professional relationships with management at the 
organizations who host our students in internships, and for which our 
program is highly regarded. It also prohibits the faculty from evaluat-
ing the internship site, as well as the intern. Virtual meetings, as all of 
us know by now, permit managing what a person sees and doesn’t see. 
Understanding and witnessing—on an in-person basis—what intern-
ship sites provide to students is worth investing in. Nonetheless, if uni-
versities decide not to make that investment, proactivity and flexibility 
will enable internship programs to continue to offer valuable experi-
ences as part of their commitment to educating the next generation of 
communication professionals.
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