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Title:  Are There Benefits to Having Interns? 

Having had the privilege of mentoring interns for over 30 years in my career as a public 

health educator for a rural county health department, I have probably learned as much, 

if not more from the interns as I have taught them.  For the past 10 years, our county 

health department (Orleans County, NY) has a cross-jurisdictional relationship with our 

neighboring county (Genesee County, NY) that includes shared leadership and some 

shared staff.  This provides interns with an opportunity to learn how two different health 

departments work together as a team while still under the jurisdiction of two different 

county legislatures.  We have also applied for and hosted 4 CDC Public Health 

Associate Program (PHAP) fellows over the years.  This is a 2 year job-training program 

paid for by the CDC and the fellow is assigned to our departments with various 

expectations, trainings, and core competencies they are required to accomplish. 

There are several pros and cons to hosting interns.  The main thing is to make sure you 

have an affiliation agreement with the college/university and the proposed intern must 

be enrolled in a credit-bearing course that requires an internship.  We have had 

potential interns contact us asking if they could spend time with us in an ‘internship’ that 

is not affiliated with a course and we have turned them down, as there is no 

accountability. 
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Hosting an intern is work.  There are evaluations throughout the internship, supervision, 

checking and re-checking the work they have done and sometimes there are 

disciplinary issues.  We have had interns who had never had a job in their lives and 

some who have come with an “I can do whatever I want when I want to” attitude, but for 

the most part the majority of our interns have come wanting to learn and are open to 

trying new things, asking questions and following through. 

Our department has found it best to encourage the interns to spend as close to full time 

with us as they are able so they have the opportunity to explore other teams, attend 

meetings, and work on projects.  Usually when we have a part-time intern, there is less 

continuity, it is more challenging, and actually more work as they are being re-

acclimated each time they are scheduled to work.  Most universities have specific time 

requirements for the internship, but it can be a challenge if our daily hours are not 

necessarily 8-hour days.  We also encourage the intern to plan for the possibility of 

missing time, such as when our offices are closed for holidays or other reasons, 

weather issues (we are from Western New York), or they are sick.  We can be flexible 

but it really has to benefit our department as if it were a ‘real’ job.  We also provide 

opportunities to assist with programming that is out of the ‘normal’ workday so they can 

build in ‘comp/flex’ time to be used as appropriate. 

We always interview potential interns to give them the opportunity to ask questions and 

share their thoughts about their internship.  This also helps us with planning their time 

with us.  Interns are required to complete mandatory trainings that can be done before 

their first day (preferred) or as part of their orientation with us.   

It is the expectation that interns are familiar with basic office equipment and computer 

programs.  If they are not, we will work with them to make sure they are competent with 

essential office functions prior to their completion date. 

We treat the intern as a team member.  They are assigned a desk, phone, computer, e-

mail and a work ID and provided various assignments.  We encourage all staff to invite 

the intern to participate in their activities or have the intern interview staff to get an idea 

of what our department does for each of our counties.  Projects are generally related to 

the student’s interest and are expected to be determined within the first week of their 

term.  If the intern isn’t sure what they want to focus on, we provide exploration 

opportunities and have them work on various projects that are on our wish list of things 

we hope to do, but don’t have the time or staff to move forward on.  The opportunity with 

the health department helps the intern see the day-to-day workings of the department 

as well as learn how to juggle multiple projects that are happening in real time. 

The best part of hosting interns is watching the growth of a future public health 

professional over a short period of time.  It is wonderful to see them succeed in their 

goals and watch them develop a good work ethic.  As a mentor, I encourage the interns 
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to take ‘safe’ risks and try new things to get them out of their comfort zone.  Having 

them explore various aspects of public health gives them insight as well as challenges 

them to look at different facets of public health.  Some of our interns have learned they 

wanted to be more behind the scenes rather than be an educator, or they decided 

environmental health was more of an interest.  We have even had some interns who 

learned that public health was not something they wanted to continue to pursue.  We 

provide guidance and resources as they determine their next steps in their college 

career or as they enter the workforce.   

Our health departments generally enjoy having interns and invest time and develop 

relationships with our interns.  We celebrate their success and we encourage them 

when they are challenged.  Sometimes we even shed some tears as they leave our 

‘nest.’   It is a privilege to be able to share our passion for public health with our interns. 

See Nola’s bio-sketch on the PHENOM Directory at: 
https://www.bettycjung.net/Phenom.htm 

Please complete a short survey to help us provide articles of 
interest to you! Thank you for your time! 
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