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  INTERNSHIP: A learning experience guided by a mentor in the workplace, which supports the academic or career goals of a student not employed there professionally.
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  Introduction

  “You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you.”

  —Dwight D. Eisenhower

  Are you about to take that great leap between school and work? If so, listen up.

  If you are anything like I was when I took my first steps into the working world, you are bursting at the seams to take that leap. It feels like you should be ready for this moment, but you wonder, “Am I prepared?” As you approach the academic finish line, you feel like you’ve done more than enough to earn the world’s respect without question. But are you getting the respect you feel you deserve? As you leap into the working world, will you land on your feet?

  There is a persistent meta-narrative out there that says, “Study hard, follow the rules, and you will be successful!” Until fairly recently, that might have been good advice. But, increasingly, one need only look around to recognize how such promises now ring hollow. Young professionals trying to bridge the divide between school and work cannot rely on that narrative anymore. In recent years, unemployment for those between the ages of twenty and twenty-four has had a pesky habit of running at least twice as high as unemployment among everybody else. Those numbers are pretty daunting if you’re a young person headed into the workplace. Even more, if you’ve spent zillions of dollars to go to school and are in debt up to your eyeballs, you could be asking yourself, “OMG! Was this all worth it?!? How am I ever going to repay all this money!?”

  Don’t panic. It was all worth it. However, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. To excel in today’s competitive work world, all those years in the classroom alone aren’t enough. You need something more. Most young people leaping into today’s job market lack two things: a niche and career capital.

  A niche is your specialty. The thing you are the best in the world at. Don’t get me wrong, it’s great to be well rounded so you can make all those little cross-disciplinary connections that others may miss. But you also need to have a specialty. The thing that you are known for. Thomas Huxley once said, “An educated man should know everything about something and something about everything.” Nowadays lots of young professionals are pretty good at knowing something about everything, but very few know everything about something. To succeed in today’s working world, you need to know everything about something. That is your niche.

  Career capital is the evidence to show that you do know everything about something and that you can offer more value in a particular area than anybody else. Plenty of young professionals today focus on the passion they have in a specific area. Passion is great and can fuel lifelong devotion to a specific subject. But in the working world, passion is not enough by itself. You also need to build career capital.

  How do you establish a niche and get career capital? You get an internship, and you crush it. That is what this book is all about.

  Being the clueless new person on the first day of the job has a long tradition. In the past, it has been understood that most people rarely know what the hell they are doing on their first day. There was a time when employers generally assumed that a new hire’s first several years on the job would be mostly on-the-job training. At that time, it was more acceptable because once hired, the trend was that most employees might remain with the same organization for their whole career.

  However, those days are over. For most employers the luxury of the long on-the-job learning curve is now too expensive. Today’s employers need workers who are ready to go out of the box. In this case, the box is school. Employers expect and require that new employees are ready to go with at least some career capital in a specific niche on day one. Nowadays, most on-the-job training takes the form of an internship.

  But most people are behind. Well-meaning educators never received a memo to say that college was the place where students now need to define a niche and gather career capital, but that’s now the situation and schools are working to catch up. Some students are understandably resentful that after so much school, they still seem unready for the working world.

  But for you, my friend, this represents an amazing opportunity. I honor you for picking up this book because, in doing so, you have done what 99.9 percent of your job market competitors will not—you have decided to use an internship as a springboard into the working world in the most effective way possible. Calling something the “ultimate guide” to internships is a tall order. But that is what this book is—a ton of very practical advice and tactics that will help you accelerate your career success through an internship faster than you thought possible.

  It’s worth mentioning that internships have a lot of cousins. A recent study by Gardner and Bartkus identified eleven different types of work education experiences delivered in six different ways such as apprenticeships, practicums, cooperative learning, service learning, and externships, in addition to internships. While the ideas offered here are specifically aimed at how to get an internship and then thrive during it, they might apply just as well to other work-based learning experiences.

  In this book I’ll show you how to get the internship you want and how to be a fantastic intern once you do. I’ll reveal secrets that most internship supervisors never talk about, and I’ll teach you tricks about the workplace that nobody ever learns in school. The cool stuff I offer here is based on years as both an intern and an intern supervisor. This information is candid, specific, powerful, and unique; you won’t find it anyplace else. The books I like to read the most are by authors who write the way they talk. I have done my best to write this book that way. My focus is not to create high literature but to give you useful, actionable information. Admittedly, I have not included a lot of references or statistics here. Rather, the tips I offer here are largely based on my own expertise and firsthand experience. These techniques worked for me and countless interns I have mentored, and they will work for you.

  In 1997, I landed an internship at the White House, and within a year I was able to turn that opportunity into a full-time job. Since then I’ve supervised hundreds of students pursuing internships with some of the most competitive programs in the country. Through trial and error, and lots of hard work, it’s taken me over fifteen years to put together many of the internship lessons I offer here; all you have to do is read this book! I sure wish I’d had access to this knowledge when I started as an intern. I am so excited you do.

  Whether you’re trying to find an internship, about to start your first internship, or midway through your tenth internship, I guarantee that this information will help you by leaps and bounds. Many of the ideas discussed are practical, actionable steps you can take that will not only make you stand out way above the crowd but also will earn your colleagues’ respect. Let me show you a path to being a highly successful, extremely hirable intern that is easy and possible to start NOW.

  As I will explain, this book is about getting an unfair advantage. Part I explains how you can stack the deck in your favor when trying to get an internship, and Part II explains how you can get an unfair advantage when trying to be successful during an internship. But in order to do either of those things, it will help to first understand a little bit about where I’m coming from and what internships actually are. So, that’s where we will begin.
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  Some Advice about Career Advice

  “When you do the common things in life in an uncommon way, you will command the attention of the world.”

  —George Washington Carver

  In this book I’m going to offer you a bunch of career advice. But, before I do, the most important career advice I can offer is this: anything you do with your résumé or your internship application, or how you present yourself, or your performance during your internship must be your own. It must be genuine. Because if it’s not, people will usually be able to tell and, when they do, they will tend to run away from you.

  If some of the ideas I offer in this book don’t match your style, you shouldn’t follow my advice exactly. Instead, take the idea and convert it to the way you might do it. Make it your own.

  It’s also worth noting that the advice I offer here is just one person’s (my own) opinion; I could be wrong. Of course, I don’t think I am. If I thought I was wrong I wouldn’t be writing all this stuff. However, you should decide for yourself. As you proceed in your career it can never hurt to get lots of advice from lots of people. But again, the advice you choose to follow in the end must be your choice.
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  A Brief History of Internships

  “History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.”

  —Winston Churchill

  A 2013 study by internships.com found that over two-thirds of U.S. college undergraduates completed at least one internship before graduating. This means that in the United States, over one million college students are doing an internship every year—and that doesn’t even include high school, vocational, and graduate students and those not enrolled in school who do internships every year too. In their modern form, internships are as big as they have ever been.

  But the roots of what we recognize as an internship today go way back. My friend Michael True of Messiah College pointed out to me that one of the earliest references to internships can be actually be found in the Code of Hammurabi from ancient Babylon, which stated that “if an artisan take a son for adoption and teach him his handicraft, one may not bring claim for him.” By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, master craftsmen belonging to the European trade guilds took on apprentices who became journeymen and, in time, master craftsmen themselves. These traditions were carried to America by European settlers such that by 1776, many signers of the Declaration of Independence—including Franklin, Washington, Jefferson, and Adams—had started their careers by doing apprenticeships.

  By the beginning of the twentieth century, apprenticeships in the United States continued to thrive as a way to transfer occupational skills and knowledge from one generation to the next. In 1911 Wisconsin became the first state to pass legislation that created an organized system of apprenticeships, and in 1939 the U.S. Congress passed a National Apprenticeship Act. During this period, American Pragmatists like John Dewey and Eduard Lindeman wrote about the importance of informal education outside the classroom for both life and work. It was also around this time that the word intern first started to be used in the United States to describe a medical physician who had received a medical degree but did not yet have enough practical experience or a license to practice medicine. Since that time, the concept of the internship has grown beyond just the medical context into the ubiquitous multidisciplinary American institution it is today: an informal learning experience in the workplace, which supports the academic or career goals of students not employed there professionally but guided by staff mentors who are.


  3

  Internships Today

  “CNN had 25,000 applicants for five intern jobs.”

  —Larry King

  Though different stakeholders offer a variety of definitions, modern internships represent a crossroads between students, educators, and employers. A 2011 study by the U.S. Department of Labor found that employers increasingly perceived a decline in soft skills—the ability to work and get along with others—among potential new hires. In this same vein, a 2014 survey by Los Angeles found that 55 percent of Fortune 500 hiring managers felt that being able to work well with others was essential for new hires, while only 6 percent believed new hires having strong technical skills like math and statistics were important. While employers want their new hires to have soft skills, recruiting young professionals who have these skills is increasingly more difficult to do. Hosting interns is one way employers can both screen for and cultivate soft skills among potential new employees.

  However, these soft skills are often difficult to cultivate in a formal classroom environment. So, colleges and universities have increasingly pushed their students to seek out high-quality mentor-based internships because research shows that such experiences strengthen students’ overall education and ultimate employability.

  
    
    SOFT SKILLS

    One of the most important things you will develop and/or hone during your internship are soft skills.

    What are soft skills? They are a little hard to define, but when I say soft skills I basically mean interpersonal skills, leadership skills, empathy. Soft skills have to do with one of the most important pieces of advice I have ever received: that one should always deal with people where they are and not where you want them to be.

    You, of course, already have these skills from the time you have spent on this earth before an internship. However, there is perhaps no more important place to wield soft skills than the workplace. If an internship is your first foray into a workplace, it may be your first opportunity to really focus on soft skills.

    As you interact with staff and other interns, be mindful about how your soft skills are getting better. During your internship, you will learn nothing that is more important.

  

  Meanwhile, students are interested in internships for a variety of reasons related to both their own professional development and their developing a better understanding about how the working world works. They may dive into an internship as a way to explore career possibilities or simply to build up work experience on their résumé. In some cases, especially where a student has already identified a career path, internships may also allow one access to specific networks or communities of practice relevant to their professional aspirations.

  But for all three—employers, educators, and students—the main purpose of internships is related to education. In recent years, especially during economically challenging times, this perspective on internships as a means of education has sometimes been lost. Instead of focusing on internships as a vehicle for education, some view internships as just another form of employment—criticizing internships as an economic issue rather than viewing it as an educational one. I fear this mind-set is very limiting for young professionals who are convinced by it because those who dismiss internships as just a form of unpaid or low-paid work may miss out on vital learning opportunities.
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  Paid or Unpaid?

  “An investment in knowledge pays the best interest.”

  —Benjamin Franklin

  This can be a controversial topic, so I might as well share my take on it so you can decide whether I’m crazy or not and if you want to keep reading this book. Like I said before, for me, internships are all about education.

  Some internships come with a scholarship paid in the form of a stipend, some do not. According to the IRS (see Publication 970), by definition, scholarship payments are meant to help defray living expenses during tenure of study, not as salaried compensation. Internships that offer funds to help support an intern engaged in learning during an internship are great. For some students, stipends make the difference between whether a student can accept an internship opportunity or not. No doubt, just like we need more funding for education across the board, we also need more funds out there to support internships.

  On the other hand, if an intern receives payment as compensation, tax-wise they become a salaried employee just like every other salaried employee. In such cases there isn’t necessarily any educational component involved. As a result, some positions labeled as internships are really just short-term jobs that don’t necessarily have anything to do with learning. In my opinion, this is too bad, because the thing that makes internships special is that they should be all about learning.

  When students hand in papers to teachers, they are not paid for the schoolwork they do. When a professor starts assigning too many assignments, there are no union representatives that step in to mediate. There is no collective bargaining in the classroom because school is about education, not labor; just because internships take place in the workplace does not mean they have anything less to do with education.

  As so many have experienced firsthand, a real internship is a learning experience guided by a mentor where a young professional has an opportunity to pick up knowledge and skills that can only be accessed in the working world. Are some internships exploitative? Sure. However, the issue has little to do with pay, and exploitation is certainly not exclusive to the world of internships. In such cases, educators must continue to make strides to ensure that all internships represent great learning experiences. Where there is no mentorship, an intern receiving pay learns just as little as an intern receiving no pay. The minimum wage an intern may or may not receive during and internship is secondary compared to the educational benefits an intern can receive during a good internship.

  How do I know this to be true? As they do every year, I see thousands of summer interns descend on Washington, DC. Some will be paid, some will not. But yet they all come, from a diversity of communities across the nation and around the world, because their teachers, their parents, and the incoming interns themselves know that through these internships they will have a chance to learn lessons they are not taught in school. Contrary to what some critics claim, these interns are not displacing any employees. Every summer interns come and go, and Washington keeps on humming without any massive layoffs or hiring sprees to compensate. While they are here, Washington interns do not perform jobs or displace workers: they learn.

  Some critics protest internships because they say it is much easier for students with means to take advantage of unpaid internships while disadvantaged students are left out. While this may be true, it is certainly not unique to internships. Underserved students face extra challenges at many places along the path to college. The only difference with internships is that, while many schools charge tuition, most internships do not.

  Moreover, there are numerous internship programs that are specifically designed to reach out to underrepresented and underserved students. In fact, the U.S. Office of Personnel Management actually cites internships as a way federal agencies can promote diversity and inclusion through the unique access these programs provide.

  Those who fight against inequality and advocate for the vital importance of people receiving a full living wage understand that maintaining a vibrant middle class truly hinges on access to education (see Robert Reich’s great documentary Inequality for All) not the minimum wage that interns may or may not receive during the relatively short duration of an internship. Requiring employers who offer high-quality mentorship-based internships to pay interns (or threatening them with lawsuits if they do not) could lead to the chilling possibility that employers will just stop offering these life-changing educational opportunities.

  That would be a real shame. If internships started to disappear because of focus on pay over education, so many students from all walks of life would learn less and miss out. The internship I did taught me so much and changed my life for the better. I take great satisfaction in knowing an abundance of these opportunities, paid or not, remain open for so many young people starting out today. Internships are about education, not pay, because some lessons are priceless.

  On the other hand, I feel very happy for those young professionals who approach internships as learning experiences and have seen the benefits that come from this mind-set firsthand. Are there some internships that wind up not being great learning experiences? Of course, and we will get into how to handle situations like that a little further on. But if you focus on an internship as a learning opportunity (presumably, if you’re still reading this, you do) rather than a form of unavoidable, indentured student servitude, it may wind up being a great opportunity for you. Moreover, you can take satisfaction in knowing that for every one of your peers who dismisses internships, there is one less competitor out there for you.
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  Understand That They Don’t Teach You Everything in School

  “Ready are you? What know you of ready?”

  —Yoda

  When it comes to the working world, you don’t have a clue.

  Sorry, I know that sounds harsh—but if you’re currently in school or just out of school, it’s true. Why are you clueless? Because they don’t teach you everything in school.

  The thing that drives me crazy is that even though the rules of the working world are actually pretty straightforward, young professionals making the transition between work and school just seem to have damn few opportunities to learn about these rules. I think this may have at least a little bit to do with the fact that those who care the most about students’ education—their teachers—are often, by nature, oriented toward theory and academics such that they themselves are not up to speed on the latest dynamics of the working world. On the other hand, the people who have the working world knowledge that students need—seasoned professionals—tend not see educating young people as their responsibility.

  There are many seasoned professionals who maintain a sense that they paid their dues in the working world when they were young and now you should too. This is a very old-fashioned attitude, but it’s there. On the other hand, the good news is that there are other seasoned professionals who remember that people helped them when they were young, and now they feel an obligation to pay it forward. These are the kinds of mentors you should look for.

  As a young professional entering the working world, it is important for you to understand this dynamic: that there are some pros out there who can be fantastic mentors and some who cannot.

  Not only has your formal education not offered you everything you need to succeed in the working world, but more than that, some professionals you encounter in the working world are intentionally not going to help you fill the gap. However, if you (1) keep a lookout for the other kind of mentor—the sort that is interested in helping—and (2) learn how to manage the more old-fashioned colleagues and supervisors you encounter at work, you can master the universe.

  On your first day of school, before you got into the heavy stuff (counting, right hand/left hand, nap time, etc.), I bet your teacher spent some time teaching you how to learn, right? I know that’s how it was for me. My first day of kindergarten was a little scary, but Mrs. Guy took the time to make sure everybody knew where to go, what the rules were, and that everybody in the class was special. All through that first year I learned how to keep my stuff together, how to treat my classmates, and countless other things about how to thrive in the classroom. All that stuff worked great for about the next sixteen years. But then, something happened to me and, if it hasn’t already, it will happen to you too. I left the classroom. Oops.

  It is unbelievable to me how much time, money, and care we put into educating young people so they will be prepared for the real world. But then, we spend almost NO time teaching students about real life work. Dtow! It feels like I should have had a V8. Most who walk down the commencement aisle (high school, and especially college) feel ready to take on the world! Did you feel that way? I know I did. But during school, how many courses were you required to take called “how to find work” or “how to choose a profession”? How many lectures did you attend regarding what you should expect or how to act in the workplace? My guess: not too many.

  That’s a tragedy because students entering the workplace today are some of the most skilled, energetic, and talented in history. Newly minted “grown-ups” today have more opportunities to reach their full potential than ever before!

  Kate is a promising young woman I know who, after four years of tremendous dedication and hard work, is about to graduate from college. Once she takes that final exam and turns in that final paper, she’s not sure exactly what she’ll do. But she has over $75,000 in student debt and even though her parents are incredibly supportive, she feels a lot of pressure to find a job. In fact to her, almost any job would do.

  After all that time in school, Kate is just bursting to be a full-fledged grown-up, to be independent, to meet expectations, and to be respected. Kate knows all her hard work is supposed to pay off somehow—people have been assuring her of this her whole life—but she’s just not sure how and nobody has really explained it to her. I know so many students who are in the exact same boat as Kate.

  Have you ever known somebody who was a professional student? It’s understandable why some take refuge in school. After all the time the average student spends in school, it’s comfortable, it’s known—most of us get to be pretty good at school.

  To be fair, I’m not the only one to recognize the need for students to know more about the workplace before they leave the classroom. Plenty of schools encourage their students to get internships—which is great! But they get the transition all wrong.
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  My Internship Story

  “Not all who wander are lost.”

  —J. R. R. Tolkien

  When I emerged from the classroom, I was pretty much a poster child for somebody that didn’t really have a clue about how the working world worked. During the early days of my career I was pretty clueless and followed an especially random path.

  I grew up as an expatriate kid in Bangkok, Thailand. My dad did community development training for the Thai government, and my mom taught at the International School of Bangkok, where I went to school. Bangkok was an awesome place to grow up, and my closest friends in the world are still the ones I made there.

  By the time I graduated from high school I knew a lot about the world, but not much about the working world, and not very much about living in the States. I looked and sounded American, but I’d never really lived in the United States. American slang sometimes got the better of me.

  I remember my first summer back in the United States—in Missouri—I got a part-time lifeguard job at a local swimming pool. Before reporting to work on the first day, I asked the pool supervisor over the phone if there was anything special I might need for the first day of work. She replied, “Just your swim trunks and plenty of elbow grease.”

  Assuming that “elbow grease” was some kind of special suntan lotion for lifeguards, I proceeded directly to the nearest Walmart where I searched relentlessly up and down the aisles until finally a sales associate asked, “Young man, can I help you?” When I told her I was searching for elbow grease she looked at me like I was a mental patient. I was a little bit lost, to say the least.

  As I headed off to my freshman year of college, my disorientation continued from there. Over the next four and a half years, I transferred colleges seven times. I wound up attending schools in Illinois, Missouri, Oklahoma, Hawaii, and Guam. Finding a college where I could fit in was a real struggle for me. I had moved around so much; it was really hard to know where I belonged.

  After all that, I was frazzled. I felt like I needed to get away from it all. So, I packed up my gear and headed back to Guam to be a scuba instructor. This was about as far away from the typical office setting as you can imagine. In fact, I remember when flying into Guam, a flight attendant remarked to me how beautiful the water looked from the air. I explained to her with a smile, “I know. That’s my office.” I went from school, to a school of fish.

  I wound up diving on Guam for the next three years. My hair grew out into this giant sun bleached crown of curls, and I rarely wore shoes. I literally spent thousands of hours underwater with the fish and the octopuses and the puffer fish and the turtles. It wound up being thousands of hours of therapy.
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