
The Intern 

 Abigail Cramer 

o Librarian/Archivist, Historic New England 

o 2012 graduate of Simmons College Graduate School of Library and Information Science 

 Participated in the archival internship program 

 At Simmons: 

o 60-hour internship, Tufts University Digital Collections and Archives 

o 130-hour internship, State Library of Massachusetts Special Collections 

o In various other positions: 

 Witnessed internships, good and bad, that I wasn’t involved with 

 For this presentation 

o Will tell you mostly about 130-hour internship 

 such an important opportunity for interns and sites 

 such an overwhelmingly good experience 

o How I prepared for the internship 

o What my expectations were, how they matched (or didn’t match) reality 

o What I learned from the experience 

o What was successful from my perspective 

o What, from my experience, are obstacles to success 

Preparation 

 Prepared for my internship in a number of ways 

 Part of it was just taking classes, completing my other internship, working at my part-time 

archives job – all of these gave me valuable skills 

 But I also had to plan specifically for the internship 

o At Simmons, students take an active role in seeking an internship, even if they are 

relying on the faculty to make a final match 

 Filled out survey about goals, current skills, and past experience 

 Prepared my resume - almost like applying for a job 

 Faculty make a match based on all of the students and all of the internships – 

make the best matches for all parties 

o In planning, I also had to figure out logistics 

 Scheduling the internship 

 I was taking full-time classes and working part-time 

 But only being available on weekends severely limits the internships you can get 

 I adjusted my course schedule (evening classes) to make room for the internship 

and maximize my 9-5 availability 

 I also was limited by relying on public transportation, so I had to make this 

known to the faculty 

 Another element of preparing was determining my personal goals 

o I wanted to gain skills beyond what I had, although I wasn’t very specific about what 

 I think I stated that I wanted to work with visual materials, although most 

interns do 



 Glad I didn’t!  

 My internship experience ended up being much more broadly applicable 

o I also was very aware of the benefit of networking, and I wanted the opportunity to do 

so 

 At Simmons, students and sites start the internship by conducting an initial meeting at which 

both parties have the opportunity to consider each other 

o It’s possible to refuse the internship assignment or the intern at this stage 

o It’s an opportunity to make sure that the intern’s goals and the institution’s goals will be 

compatible, and to determine if there are ways to shift either set of goals to better 

accommodate the other 

 I met with Beth Carroll-Horrocks (special collections librarian and head of the 

department) and Silvia Mejia (the other special collections librarian) 

 Meeting with them clarified my expectations of the internship 

Expectations 

 There are some expectations that all interns share 

o In particular, interns expect to be in a professional environment, and for some this may 

be one of their first experiences with the professional world (particularly interns doing 

their 60-hour internships) 

o The other side of that is that interns also expect to be given some responsibility and 

treated similarly to an employee 

o Finally, all interns expect to gain skills and real-world experience 

 Some interns may also form expectations based on the internship description that are not 

entirely accurate – I was one of them! 

o When interns are assigned to their sites, they receive a description of the internship – 

what the site submitted to Simmons 

o My internship was described as a legacy finding aid conversion project, including making 

the finding aids available online 

o This sounded like EAD encoding to me, which I had done quite a lot of 

 It didn’t sound like I would learn much 

o The description did indicate that the project included all of the state library’s manuscript 

collections, somewhere around 150 collections 

 I gathered that I would at least gain some project management experience, but I 

could see little else that I would gain 

 My initial meeting with the site helped me to understand the project a little more clearly 

o For instance, they specifically did not want to use EAD; they wanted to upload PDFs to 

their digital repository (DSpace) and link them to MARC records 

o They also wanted someone to help them plan the conversion project by creating policies 

and procedures - not someone to necessarily do the actual conversion 

o The meeting also helped me to see how engaged Beth and Silvia both were, and how 

invested they were in providing a valuable experience for me 

 I also contacted Donna and expressed my disappointment with my internship assignment 

o Donna told me that she had very intentionally matched me with the State Library and 

that she thought I should give it more of a chance before deciding I didn’t like it, so I did. 



Lessons learned 

 I ended up learning a lot! 

 I increased my fluency with archival standards, including DACS (and how to convert a legacy 

finding aid to be DACS-compliant) and MARC for manuscript collections 

o Neither of these were new skills, but I became very adept at both 

 I improved my skills with OCLC Connexion (including learning desktop software rather than web-

based version) 

 And I learned new systems, including the Evergreen ILS and DSpace digital repository 

 I also developed new skills that I hadn’t had before 

o Most importantly, I gained experience with project management 

o I developed the steps of the project, and I was responsible for making sure I met those 

goals 

o I had help in planning from Beth, but I got to take the lead 

o I also was responsible for developing both procedures and policies for archival 

cataloguing and finding aid creation and legacy conversion 

o And I got to teach other staff and interns how to use the standards I had created 

o These have all directly impacted my professional work 

 Beyond the skills I developed, I also gained experience with working in a professional 

environment  

o I had worked in other archives (all academic) before this, but I got to see a government 

institution 

 Which had a different workplace dynamic 

o I also got to sit in on regular staff meetings and meetings about unrelated projects, 

including a conservation project 

 It was totally separate from my internship project, but it gave me a better idea 

of what the State Library was doing as an institution, and it gave me a sense of 

the scope of the different projects the special collections librarians were 

involved with 

o I got to see the hiring process from behind the scenes 

 Which is always helpful when you are the applicant 

o I got too see first-hand how professionalism is done right 

 I’d certainly seen other professionals behave professionally, 

 But I am still impressed with Beth’s ability to balance being a serious, thoughtful 

supervisor with being fun, funny, and human 

 Many supervisors are cold in their professionalism, but Beth was just right 

o Beth and Silvia both also became my mentors 

o In particular, they really encouraged me to network, including encouraging me to get 

involved with the local professional organization 

 New England Archivists 

 I ended up on four committees, and through that I’ve expanded my professional 

network exponentially 

 



o I also credit my connections at the State Library with getting my current job 

 It wasn’t the only thing that got me the job – I like to think I was well qualified 

for it, too – but it certainly helped 

 Beth knew my current boss and specifically spoke to her on my behalf 

Success strategies 

 One of the most important elements of the success of my internship at the state library was 

having such an active, engaged supervisor 

o She was always available for questions or advice 

o She encouraged me to ask for as much help as I needed 

o But she trusted me to do things on my own 

 She really gave me the responsibility I deserved as an advanced intern, and without that I’m not 

sure I would have gotten as much from the internship as I did 

 My supervisor was very conscious of how much I could contribute 

o She made it clear that she valued my input 

o She let me make changes to the approach to the project 

o She trusted me when I told her what could and couldn’t be done 

 These are some examples of the excellent communication that she and I had 

o I always felt that I was able to approach her with issues 

o And I always felt that she appreciated my achievements 

 Beth was careful to include me in the institution 

o I was always delighted when the State Librarian would come to the special collections 

and stop to chat with me, ask about the project, and – most remarkably – really know 

who I was and what I was working on 

 Which made me feel valuable to the institution 

 Another reason my internship was so meaningful for me was that I really understood the 

intended impact of the project 

o Before the project, the finding aids were only available in the special collections 

department, and they had no presence online 

 No catalogue records, nothing! 

o By making the finding aids available online and creating MARC records for each 

collection, I was making the collections visible and findable to researchers 

o I understood that the project not only impacted the special collections staff but also the 

potential researchers who could use the collections 

 Finally, this internship was successful because I honed the valuable skill of problem solving 

o In the real world, very few projects are completed without at least minor setbacks 

o I learned to recognize minor setbacks and react accordingly 

 If it’s minor, your reaction should be, too 

o I learned how to correct course early rather than letting a small issue become a big issue 

o And I learned how to know when to ask for help 

 

 



Obstacles to success 

 In my history as an intern, I’ve had very few negative experiences 

 The only truly bad experience I’ve had was the result of inadequate supervision 

o For my 60-hour internship, I was assigned to an institution which did not have an 

archivist 

o As Donna said, this is a requirement for an internship! 

o They had gotten around the requirement because they had a volunteer with archives 

training who was supposed to provide me with some guidance 

o My schedule and the volunteer’s schedule didn’t match up, however 

o And I had a lot of previous processing experience 

o So the site thought I’d be able to do the processing project without the archivist 

o They were right… but I didn’t feel that I would benefit from working at an internship 

where I was already the expert 

o I brought the situation to the attention of the faculty at Simmons, and I was 

immediately given a new internship assignment, this time at Tufts University’s Digital 

Collections and Archives, which was a huge improvement 

 This was where I first encountered MPLP, so it was a pretty formative 

experience for me! 

 I’ve never directly suffered from any other internship mistakes, but I’ve seen a few happen that 

I’ll mention briefly 

 One – make sure there’s a workspace for your intern before the intern arrives! 

 Two – make sure that if the intern needs a network account or access to specific software that 

the IT department makes the arrangements – again before the intern arrives! 

 Three – although it’s important to give interns responsibility and let them be self-directed, it’s 

also important that you provide the tools for them to succeed 

o Strike a balance between giving them autonomy and providing them with structure 

 Four – make sure there’s a visible outcome 

o Interns who work entirely in a closed environment with no public stakeholders and no 

visible results won’t feel like their contributions mattered, even if the site does 

 And lastly – make sure the goals for the internship are realistic 

o Interns, even really good ones, probably won’t work as efficiently as you can, so plan 

less than you might think they can do 

o If they finish and have hours left over, you can always supplement with small side 

projects 

 This can even be pretty useful because it exposes the intern to more aspects of 

archival work 

 Those are my observations about internships. Now I’ll hand it back over to Jennifer to tell you 

about how she handles internships that go badly. 


