A Profile of Jennifer Cornish, PhD:

Because All Our Students are Above Average

What was your graduate school experience like?  Did you have hoops to jump through, petty departmental politics to navigate, and course curriculum that hadn’t been updated since your instructor was in school?  Sadly, many CPA members recall their graduate career with chagrin.  A shame that none of them studied with Denver University’s Jennifer Cornish. If they had, they would have graduated fortified with a solid education, an appreciation of groups like CPA, and a healthy confidence in their ability to practice.  Dr. Cornish, who has been the Director of Training and the Internship Consortium since 2001, is a professional who has found her natural setting.  Consequently, she is well positioned to help the students around her thrive.  She teaches, supervises, and administers programs with a sense of satisfaction that is unusual in our harried, underfunded times. All this and she is still one year shy of tenure-eligibility.   
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Surprisingly, Dr. Cornish didn’t set out to capture a coveted tenured position at a private university.  She freely admits she was quite naïve when she entered graduate school.  She chose the California Professional School of Psychology as a PhD candidate back when professional schools were still eyed with suspicion by mainstream academics.  She liked the clinical track she was following and planned to do applied work after graduation, as was the normal career path for a psychologist in the practitioner-scholar model.  Even though today she is an associate professor in a clinical psychology program, she felt shy about public speaking and “never, never,” did she think she would wind up teaching and researching. 

A few years after she moved to Colorado with her husband and the first of her three sons, her strong applied background helped her land a position as the training director of the counseling center for DU’s students.  She also agreed to teach one class in the counseling psychology program in the school of education.  That class led to more part-time university positions at DU and CU’s Health Sciences Center.  Finally, she had the “odd experience of entering the academic world in my 50s” when she became an Assistant Professor and Director of Clinical Training in DU’s Graduate School of Professional Psychology. 

Along the way, Dr. Cornish realized that she had a true interest in the education and development of graduate students. Guiding her students into competent and self-assured professionals was a profoundly satisfying experience, Dr. Cornish found.  The ordinary, unformed graduate student is a worthwhile investment and she is grateful for the opportunity to be a part of his or her developmental path.  She keeps that in mind while she is organizing competency exams, producing the reams of paperwork necessary to maintain accreditation, overseeing internship selections, teaching and supervising.  Even after all these years, she still gets teary-eyed at every graduation ceremony.

Dr. Cornish especially enjoys the role of training director, which is “the best job in the world.”   The opportunity to teach and influence dozens of young people is a rare privilege for someone who cares about her chosen field. Moreover, teaching necessitates that she keep learning.  She constantly receives feedback from her bright, motivated students so she isn’t concerned about stagnation setting in.

One of Dr. Cornish’s proudest accomplishments has been implementing Dean Peter Buirski’s vision of an exclusively affiliated internship program for DU’s students.  Do you remember applying for clinical internships in far-flung cities, wondering how you were going to manage the interviews, the move, your family’s needs, and the finances?  All this to turn around 12 months later and maybe move somewhere else for your first job?  The leadership at GSPP has arranged 13 APA-accredited internships slots at sites in the metro area that are open only to DU’s graduate students.  Thus, these lucky students have the opportunity to spend their internship year at near-by organizations such as Kaiser Permanente, university counseling centers, MHCD, a police psychology center, and a sex offender clinic.  This local experience provides a sizable competitive advantage when they apply for their first post-graduate jobs.  

The other advantage that Dr. Cornish’s students have is being trained by an exceptionally knowledgeable supervisor.   Supervision, in fact, is one of Dr. Cornish’s main areas of professional interest.  In peer-reviewed articles, books, and professional gatherings, she has been an active part of the movement to establish supervision as a particular competency that psychologists need to develop.  Good therapeutic skills do not sufficiently qualify a person to be an effective supervisor.  Giving feedback to a struggling student, for example, is a particular skill that supervisors can and must learn.  Third-year students at DU now take a course in supervision and practice their new skills by supervising practicum students.

Intellectual interest aside, Dr. Cornish enjoys savoring the fruits of her supervisory labor.  “Students come back to visit me after ten years and say, ‘I still remember what you told me about such-and-such client.’ ” Because of one lesson she succeeded in teaching at an opportune moment, many more people will be helped.  And Dr. Cornish has figured out a way to exponentially multiply her satisfaction: supervising supervisors. She has already presented on this relatively new field of study and is hoping to pursue the topic further.  She is particularly interested in conveying the complex ethical issues that arise in the group supervision format that is common practice in training sites.

Dr. Cornish leads with authority here because she is a professional who practices what she preaches.  Yes, she dishes out a lot of supervision, but she can also take it.  In 2007, Dr. Cornish decided to seek board certification as a counseling psychologist from the American Board of Professional Psychology.  It was a bit “scary” to have her own work critiqued, but she emphasized that it was surprisingly worthwhile.  Writing up her own professional history and filming her clinical work was a meaningful self-study and much more rewarding than the impersonal, bureaucratic licensure process.  The growth she derived from the certification process is put to use in the small private-practice that Dr. Cornish maintains.

Dr. Cornish’s many professional projects are fueled by a wonderful combination of physical and moral exercise.  After years of serving as a soccer mom for the benefit of her athletic sons and husband, she began competing in triathlons herself about three years ago.  She runs, cycles, and swims.  Knowing full well the value of a mentor, she has been guided by an organization of notably kind women called the Colorado Wild Women Triathlon. 

Participating in triathlons is the one thing she does “purely for me.”  She has a strong sense of service that comes from being a preacher’s kid in the Episcopalian tradition.  The list of positions she has held in various professional organizations is impressively long. Fortunately for us, two of her primary avenues of service are CPA and APA.  She was APA Council Representative for three years and has also served as CPA secretary and presidential advisor.  She currently is serving on APA’s Ethics Committee.  She has also been active in several APA divisions, The Council of Chairs of Training Councils, the Education and Training Caucus, the Association of Counseling Center Training Agencies, and the Psychology Internship Directors of Colorado-Wyoming.

When I ask her about her lengthy service record, she laughs and says “but taking minutes is fun!”  And then more seriously, she adds that these organizations are a way of giving back to the field.  CPA has undertaken many worthwhile projects, such as lobbying for the forensic competency legislation.  As she tells her students, if we psychologists remain isolated in our own particular niche of practice and fail to advocate for ourselves, we will suffer the consequences.  Ditto our clients.  Dr. Cornish strongly encourages her students to join professional organizations.  Even though she admits some of her committee work has pushed her out of her comfort zone, that nudging led to some valuable professional growth.  Moreover, her service work has given her friends and colleagues all over the country.  And since she does her best professional work when she collaborates, the hours she has put in on committees has come back to her in better scholarship.  Finally, her extensive network allows her to refer and receive referrals with confidence. 

It is this circle of giving and receiving, self-care and service that undergirds Dr. Cornish’s happiness and professional success.  It was just such a cycle that elevated her to the rank of APA Fellow in 2008.  She had never been interested in the power politics needed for becoming president of a large division such as Division 17, Counseling Psychology.  Nevertheless, her years of service won her many appreciative friends who then put her name up for election.  Note that this is a strategy for success that can be followed by any ordinary student or psychologist in any field.  As she demonstrated with her students, Dr. Cornish’s most exceptional talent may be showing us how to turn the mundane into the extraordinary for the good of us all.

