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How would you like some help? Could you use one or two extra hands? How about someone 
who really knows how to make progress with your latest challenge? “Regular” employees are 
one option, but the organization may not be able to afford them or be willing to make a long‐
term commitment. Volunteers, interns, and consultants are other options that may fill your 
need. This bundle of leaflets can help you find and build a mutually beneficial relationship with 
these valuable resources.  
 
TL 065 – Volunteer Docent Programs: Programmatic Approach to Museum Interpretation 
(1973) 
TL 082 – Using Consultants Effectively (1975) 
TL 170 – Establishing a Volunteer Program: A Case Study (1990) 
TL 184 – Student Projects and Internships in a Museum Setting (1993) 
TL 192 –  Effective Internship Programs (1996) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 































































BY T. ALLAN COMP, WITH ALEX ROGERS

ach academic semester and every summer break, in locales throughout the land, there are

thousands of bright, energetic students looking for the elusive and very necessary “job experience.” For those

organizations willing to blend the students’ want for job experience with their own institutional need for project

work, the resulting partnership can be mutually rewarding. Students bring fresh ideas, enthusiasm, and creativity

to internship sites and are often willing to work for a small living stipend in return for valuable experience and

professional connections not attainable in the classroom. For those institutions willing to meet this student need

responsibly and intelligently, the pay-off can be significant and enduring.
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Successful programs require funding, planning and
organization. While it may seem that only large institu-
tions have the time and budget to manage such ven-
tures, internship programs are not out of reach for
small museums, historical societies, heritage organiza-
tions, and other non-profit organizations. This Technical
Leaflet describes the elements
essential to a formal internship pro-
gram and outlines how any organi-
zation can develop a program bene-
ficial for both interns and mentoring
organizations. 

DEFINING AN
APPROPRIATE PROJECT

For this Technical Leaflet,
“interns” are presumed to be
engaged in their internships on a
full-time basis for a concentrated
ten to twelve weeks in the summer
or a single semester during the
academic year, and are primarily
graduate students or graduating
seniors. Obviously, there are many
other forms of student assistance
for historical organizations, some
discussed later in this Technical
Leaflet, but serious “job experi-
ence” results from full-time engage-
ment by both student and institu-
tion. Full-time internships should be viewed as institu-
tional partnerships — brief but serious mutual efforts
with mutual benefits.

The first step is to identify the project for student
interns. What projects does your organization need to

complete? Which of those are appropriate for an intern?
By developing a list of possible projects, and the specif-
ic skills required for each, you can advertise several
options and attract the best-qualified students. In defin-
ing these possible intern projects, remember you are
seeking to attract professionals-in-training who possess

the skills and knowledge to work on
substantial projects. Reserve clerical
work and unskilled tasks for volun-
teers and work-study students from
local high schools and colleges. 

Interns should be given one well-
defined project which they work on
full-time from start to completion.
The standard three-month internship
period makes it crucial that the pro-
ject be fully planned before the
interns arrive. While it is certainly
possible to give interns several small
projects to work on during the course
of their internship, the experience
will be much more rewarding for the
interns if they are able to focus on a
single goal. Internships should result
in complete, educationally meaningful
products, including reports which
your organization can keep on file
and the interns can take with them
for their professional portfolio.

When considering an internship
program and developing descriptions for specific pro-
jects, remember to think about the administrative costs
to your organization. Adequate supervision must be
provided if you expect adequate results. Consider the
demands of the projects you choose. And, make sure
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Organizations should develop internship projects which utilize a student’s knowledge and skill. Photo courtesy of the Southwestern
Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission.
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that you have satisfactory work space for your interns
to work—being stuffed in a corner of the basement
does little for one’s sense of importance within the
institution. Determine if they will need access to a tele-
phone, a computer, a car or mileage money, or the
Internet. The more details that are resolved ahead of
time, the more real work will be accomplished for the
organization during the internship period. 

SUPPORT, NOT A SALARY
It is important to remember that the living stipend

that you pay is not an intern’s compensation, but is
rather the means
to make the expe-
rience possible.
The lasting effects
of the experience
they obtain by
working on a sig-
nificant project,
along with any
professional
development
opportunities you
can provide, is the
real compensation
for their contribu-
tions to your orga-
nization.

In order to
make your intern-
ship program fea-
sible to the widest
range of appli-
cants, it should
provide students
with a stipend that
covers basic living
expenses, exclud-
ing travel to your
site. On average,
full-time intern-
ship stipends run
from about $1,000
to $3,000, varying
according to the
cost of living in a
region. Like every-
thing else, the
higher the stipend
offered, the more
applications you
are likely to
receive. If you
intend to employ both graduate students and under-
graduates, it is appropriate to pay graduate students at
least $500 more. 

While interns do not need substantial monetary
compensation, organizations will have to find some
hard cash with which to support their intern and to

cover the cost for recruitment and administrative
expenses. Do not let these costs seem prohibitive—
there are funding sources outside of your own budget!
State humanities and arts organizations often provide
small grants for technical assistance that can be used
to support a skilled intern. Banks and local businesses
might view an internship program as a cause worthy
of their investment. By donating $1,000 to $3,000 they
can support both your organization and the develop-
ment of a young professional while strengthening your
community through cultural and educational develop-
ment. Inform potential sponsors that internships will

be named for the
businesses that
sponsor them and
coordinate press
information and
other public
acknowledgment
of their contribu-
tion. A dozen let-
ters requesting
support for your
program may pro-
duce only a few
positive respons-
es, but that may
be all you need to
support two much-
needed interns
and get your pro-
gram underway. 

If you intend to
draw interns from
outside your
immediate region
(and doing so will
greatly increase
the pool from
which you select),
you should find
affordable housing
for them. Without
housing, an intern
may be distracted
and distressed
until the issue is
settled. Interns
usually pay for
their own housing,
but if you have
access to free or
inexpensive
accommodations,

include housing in your stipend package. This will
lower the cost to your organization while enhancing the
appeal and efficiency of the internship.

Keep in mind that an intern’s living space can be
basic, but it should be separate from their work space
and have adequate cooking facilities. Be creative when
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The Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission uses this sim-
ple and effective poster to recruit students for its summer internship program.



looking for housing. Dormitories at nearby colleges, a
house owned by someone who is away for the summer,
or that spare basement apartment that one of your
board members never got around to renting, are all
good possibilities. For example, interns of the
Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation
Commission have been housed in an empty convent
which the church was pleased to rent out. While it is
too difficult for interns and their supervisors to live
together, housing interns with local
families can work quite well and
encourages interns to become tem-
porary members of the community. 

RECRUITMENT AND
SELECTION

Just as the development of suc-
cessful internship projects requires
looking inward, recruiting will be
both more successful and less
expensive if you look outward. Every
agency that attempts to recruit good
interns must incur certain expenses,
but by joining with several other
organizations to recruit similar or
complementary interns, these
expenses can be shared while expanding the reach of
recruitment efforts. At the Southwestern Pennsylvania
Heritage Preservation Commission we recruit about 30
interns for 30 different agencies in nine counties with
one announcement, one information piece, and one eval-
uation process — the same steps we would go through
if we were recruiting only one intern! If there are other

agencies similar to your own within your city, county or
region, ask them to cooperate on intern recruitment.
The result will be better interns for all and (hopefully)
better cooperation between and understanding of other
cultural institutions.

ANNOUNCING THE 
INTERNSHIP PROGRAM

The halls of colleges and universities are lined with
bulletin boards covered with layers of
flyers and pamphlets. This is the pri-
mary way that students learn about
internship opportunities. Effective
posters require some thought, but do
not need to be expensive. To compete
with the other announcement posters,
they should be eye-catching and
attractive with text that is brief but
informative. The mailing list should
target appropriate departments and
programs. This can be developed with
publications such as Museum Studies
and Training in the United States: A
Resource Guide published by the
American Association of Museums,
the Directory of History Departments

and Organizations by the American Historical
Association, A Guide to Graduate Programs in Public
History by the National Council on Public History, and
Summary of Historic Preservation Programs published
annually by the National Trust for Historic
Preservation. Whenever you know specific names of
faculty, use them. It’s also a good idea to send a one-
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Targeting numerous
venues not only
produces a larger
pool of talent from
which to select your
interns,but also
builds the reputation
of your program 
in the academic
community.

By developing clear definitions of internship projects, organizations can recruit interns who are well-suited for even the most 
specific work. Photo courtesy of the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission.
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page letter of introduction with your poster to provide
further information about your program. 

If your organization cannot afford a large mailing,
there are less costly ways to publicize your program.
Professional organizations, including the AASLH, have
publications in which members may announce fellow-
ships, employment opportunities and internships, often
at no cost. The Internet is also a highly useful tool
which both students and faculty have access. (Some
listservs and websites are listed at the end of the
Technical Leaflet.) Be sure you monitor your own mail
box or specify that all inquiries must be by U.S. mail.
Whatever your method of recruiting, remember it is
best to go national. Targeting numerous venues not
only produces a larger pool of talent from which to
select your interns, but also builds the reputation of
your program in the academic community.

RESPONDING TO REQUESTS
Your recruitment tools will attract inquiries and now is

your opportunity to spread the work about your program.
Informational packets and application forms mailed on
request are important ways to promote your program.
These materials can be simply printed on your organiza-
tion’s letterhead or professionally produced using pho-
tographs and color printing. Either way, your program
will be seriously considered if you present it as well struc-
tured and carefully planned. At the Southwestern
Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission, we
know that our organization pays the mailing cost for

every inquiry we answer, so our information packet is
straight text, relying on the intern’s own interest to pull
them through the several pages of solid writing.

Regardless of design, packets should include informa-
tion about the purpose and the history of both your orga-
nization and the program, as well as a profile of the direc-
tor(s). The applicant requirements and details of the pro-
gram, such as the project(s) description, duration, stipend
and housing, should all be clearly explained. The benefits
of the program, such as professional development oppor-
tunities and special local cultural and recreational facilities,
should also be highlighted. After a program’s first year, it
is also beneficial to include brief descriptions of past
internship programs, using quotes from the interns com-
menting on their positive experiences

EVALUATING AND 
SELECTING INTERNS

A formal application from an interested applicant is
your opportunity to learn about the individual before
conducting interviews or selecting an intern. Obtain as
much information as possible from the application
form. Requesting only a resume and cover letter will
result in a wide variation of information. It is recom-
mended to create your own simple application form
which requires the standard information, such as their
university or college, major and minor, year in school,
GPA (in major and overall), and school and permanent
addresses. The form should inquire about any specific
skills required for the internship projects. When this

Interns often contribute a variety of skills to sponsoring organizations. Photo courtesy of the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage
Preservation Commission.
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information is standard on every application, evaluation
is more efficient and more effective.

Beyond the factual data, short written answers, limit-
ed to the space on the application form, can be remark-
ably useful. At the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage
Preservation Commission, we require applicants to pro-
vide a short essay describing their professional inter-
ests and another asking them to evaluate their own
suitability for the position. These short essays provide
clear indication of writing skill, perception, and often
basic interest in the position. Also, ask applicants to
provide one letter of recommendation from an appro-
priate faculty member or supervisor. This is more con-
venient than receiving a list of references you don’t
know and don’t have time to call.

Set the application deadline in time to make your
decision and notify successful candidates before they
have already committed to other opportunities. For a
summer program, it is best to make your selections by
early April. If you count back from an April selection,
you will quickly see that early January is your last
opportunity to mail your announcement poster! But
don’t hesitate to try a last-minute scramble if you don’t
want to wait until the next year.

FOLLOW UP
It is important to maintain ties with former interns,

unsuccessful applicants you might like to see with
another year of schooling behind them, and those you
just didn’t have the funds to hire. An internship pro-
gram is a way to advertise your organization and its
interest in the future development of the field. Intern

alums can be a powerful and sometimes personally
rewarding group. As your internship program grows in
size or duration, word-of-mouth will lead applicants to
seek you out. Don’t neglect this best form of advertis-
ing! For a small fledgling program this can mean an
occasional personal letter. Larger programs may send
out an annual alumni newsletter. Consider sending the
alumni newsletter to internship applicants to illustrate
the great things that your program has led to for past
participants.

MANAGING INTERNS
Beyond all the normal requirements of good person-

nel management, interns have a two special needs.
Meeting these needs will not require massive amounts
of time or money, but will make a world of difference in
the internship experience — and its effectiveness.

First, interns are most effective and have the best
experiences if they have an understanding of the spon-
soring organization, how it functions, and where it fits.
Upon arrival, interns should be immediately made
aware of the organization’s mission, the area and audi-
ence that it serves, and how it fits into the broader pic-
ture. Interns should be introduced to all key staff
members, not only those with whom they will be work-
ing. They should be informed of staff roles within the
organization, the chain of command, where the
intern’s project fits, and how to get questions
answered. Even the seemingly mundane, such as
where to find office supplies, is useful information for
an intern. A formal, comprehensive orientation session
(not a casual walk around the office during their first

For a project at the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission, a group of interns examined and evaluated
the natural, historic, cultural and archaeological resources of a small Pennsylvania town. Photo courtesy of the Southwestern
Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation Commission.
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ARTIFACT: Discussion group for those concerned with
material culture studies. listserv@umdd.umd.edu

H-LOCAL: Part of the NEH funded H-NET humanities 
on-line system which contains 57 lists for scholars and 
others. H-LOCAL targets people interested in state and
local history and museum studies. listserv@msu.edu

MUSEUM-L: General interest group for museum 
professionals. listserv@unmvma.unm.edu

PUBLHIST: Mailing list dedicated to the topic of public 
history. publhist@indycms.iupui.edu

URBAN-L: Mailing list for information on urban planning
issues. listserv@trearn.bitnet

The National Trust for Historic Preservation has a web site,
http://www.nthp.org.To list internships on their job board,
go to Preserve Link on the website and click on the job
board, or email information to sdillard@nthp.org

I N T E R N E T  A D D R E S S E S : A list of some Internet addresses for internship announcements.

morning) provides interns with a context in which to
view their own projects and makes them effective rep-
resentatives of the organization.

If you worked with other organizations to recruit the
interns, make sure your new intern learns about those
organizations and invite the other new interns to visit
your organization. There is nothing quite so useful as
finding another fellow student at a nearby institution
with whom to talk. Likewise, internships should be
opportunities for students to become familiar with the
professional world. The more your program can offer
to this end, the more appealing and beneficial it will be
for the intern.
Provide the
intern with
opportunities to
participate in
lectures and
workshops con-
ducted by your
staff or outside
professionals, to
visit other orga-
nizations, and
perhaps attend a
regional profes-
sional confer-
ence with other
staff. These
experiences will
accentuate the
intern’s experi-
ence. Keep in
mind that the purpose of an internship is to supple-
ment the classroom experience, not to reproduce it.
Strive to make available those resources which stu-
dents do not have back at their college or university.

Second, beyond the professional world, encourage
interns to become immersed in the cultural offerings of
the community. Whether your organization is located in
a small town or big city, there are plenty of ways for stu-
dents to get a flavor of the region through arts and folk
festivals, regional cuisine, a local Fourth of July celebra-
tion, the symphony, a production by a local theater
group, recreational opportunities at a nearby park or just
a local hang-out. Interns will not only benefit from their

experiences with your community, but the community
will become aware of the interns who will serve as good
public relations representatives for your organization.

CONCLUSION
While “partnerships” is rapidly becoming the tired

word of the nineties, the relationship between an orga-
nization and an intern is exactly that. Give your intern-
ship program some careful attention and work closely
with your intern as a young professional and the
results can benefit both sides in equal and great mea-
sure. The manifestations of internships are as varied as

the interns them-
selves, but the
rewards are
there for any
institution willing
to take partner-
ship seriously.

T. Allan Comp,

Ph.D. is the her-

itage resources

manager for the

Southwestern

Pennsylvania

Heritage

Preservation

Commission

(SPHPC) and

serves as the

Commission’s

internship program

coordinator. He is a former National Park Service historian

and manager, developer of historic buildings, a consultant on

regional heritage development in the U.S. and abroad.Alex

Rogers has a B.A. in history in from Rhodes College and is

presently an AmeriCorps participant serving as program

assistant to the SPHPC internship program. Comp and

Rogers can both be reached at: Southwestern Pennsylvania

Heritage Preservation Commission, P.O. Box 565,

Hollidaysburg, PA l6648; (814) 696-9380; fax (814) 696-9569.

The Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Preservation

Commission is a small federal commission charged with

improving the economic health of nine counties through 

heritage development.

One of the most valuable aspects of the internship experience is the student’s 
interaction with professional colleagues. Photo courtesy of the Southwestern Pennsylvania
Heritage Preservation Commission.
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PART-TIME
UNDERGRADUATE
INTERNSHIP
PROGRAMS

Career services offices at
colleges and universities
maintain files of organiza-
tions willing to sponsor
interns. These programs
usually involve a student

working at an organization one to three days a week.
While some require that the interns are paid a wage,
most offer the students academic credit in return for
their time. Organizations have the best chance to be
consistently successful if they work with a university
with a strong program in an appropriate discipline
that requires internships. Otherwise, interns may
only be available sporadically and with little control
over quality. This can be a convenient way to obtain
short-term student assistance since the educational
institution takes care of the promotion and application
processes. These programs can work if the intern’s
time is properly organized. 

In this type of situation, and considering the fact that
students will generally work only 10 to 20 hours a
week, it is absolutely necessary that the project be fully
planned before the intern starts to work. However, it is
not crucial that the project be one that the intern starts
and finishes on his or her own. These students are try-
ing to balance their internship requirements with their
regular academic commitments and social lives, and an
internship may not receive first priority over finals,
term papers or spring break. It is appropriate to engage
these students in projects which can continue after
their internship is over. However, avoid situations in
which a student does not complete a project which may
be difficult for someone else to pick up, such as one
which involves extensive research or the development
of outside contacts and community trust.

STATE OR FEDERAL WORK-STUDY
All colleges and universities are eligible to receive

funds for work-study programs (though not all partici-
pate) which allow students to work for a wage up to 40
hours a week during the summer and no more than 20
hours while attending classes. The majority of work-
study students are placed in on-campus positions, but
some schools participate in either state or federal
work-study programs which allow them to place stu-
dents in jobs off-campus. A university’s or college’s
office of financial aid has information on an organiza-

tion’s eligibility for a work-study student, what agency
would organize participation the program (usually the
state work-study organization), and what portion of the
student’s wages, if any, organizations would be
required to pay. (For instance, in Pennsylvania work-
study students cost 60 percent of their usual $5.00 an
hour salary; federal work-study students do not cost
anything.) These programs can be very competitive in
terms of organizational participation, especially for
those which do not require the sponsor organization to
contribute to the student’s wages. 

Work-study programs present a situation entirely
different from an internship. Interns seek positions in
order to learn about a field in which they are interest-
ed. Work-study students are placed in organizations
because they need to make money to offset the cost
of their education and may or may not be interested in
a career related to the work of the sponsoring organi-
zation. Therefore, it is perfectly suitable to assign
work-study students to data entry, clerical work, book-
keeping, and receptionist roles as well as more spe-
cialized work their schooling might allow. Work-study
students may opt to continue to work for organiza-
tions semester after semester, thus enabling you to
build on their responsibilities.

AMERICORPS 
There about 20,000 AmeriCorps participants serv-

ing throughout the United States, some of whom are
working on historic preservation and other heritage-
related projects. AmeriCorps is a national program
administered through federal agencies and through
state offices. Each member works full-time for 1,700
hours (about ten months) and may work two years.
Agencies involved with senior citizens, low-income
housing in historic districts, economic development in
rural areas, and many others may be eligible to partic-
ipate. For instance, the Southwestern Pennsylvania
Heritage Preservation Commission has five
AmeriCorps participants (all college graduates) work-
ing in the most disadvantaged county in the region on
improving rural economic development through
tourism enhancement. Another five AmeriCorps par-
ticipants are working throughout the nine-county
region on trails, housing, acid mine drainage, and cre-
ating opportunities for young professionals in a region
that is losing too many of its recent college graduates.
Matching funds are required for each position, but the
maximum is less than $2,000 for a year-long partici-
pant. It takes some bureaucratic persistence, but it is
well worth the effort!

Other
Sources of
Affordable
Assistance
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