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The First Day 

Even after 4 first internship days at the same company I still get nervous for the first day. In 

fact my first internship I was nervous the whole first week -- this is normal! The best thing to 

do is to try not to let it show. Practice your handshake, and whenever you feel particularly 

nervous, smile. Smiling actually is scientifically proven to be a calming technique! 

 You will face a lot of introductions. Repeat everyone's name back when you meet them - 

this will help you catalog names and faces. If you’re sitting at your desk when someone 

comes over to introduce themselves stand up for the handshake. 

 Bring a pen and notepad, and don’t be afraid to start jotting things down. You’ll regret it if 

you forget something and have to ask the same question twice. 

 Be ready to have your picture taken and be sure to have the legal identification documents 

your company probably requests ready. 

 Wear comfortable shoes; the first day usually involves a lot of walking. For engineering 

interns always wear closed-toe shoes and long pants since you may be asked to go into a 

lab or plant setting. Break out the skirts and sandals once you know what to expect from 

your work environment.  

 If your manager or the person meeting you didn’t specify whether they would be taking 

you out for lunch be ready with a small back-up lunch just in case you need it. I’ve had first 

days where there was so much going on that I ate my small back-up lunch as snacks 

throughout the day because there wasn’t an appropriate gap for lunch. 

 You might not have a lot of work yet on the first day so try to knock out all the safety 

training and administrative forms the first day. You will get busy really quickly so don’t 

waste any extra time. 

 Treat yourself to an ice cream cone! First days can be an information overload. 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 

~Julia Hom 

 

What to bring and what to wear 

This section is all about building a personal arsenal at your desk and in your wardrobe based on 

what has been useful for past assignments.  

 Leave granola bars, mints (or a travel tooth brush / tooth paste) and tissues at your desk. 

Depending on your job some days your schedule might be unpredictable and your lunch 
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time will fluctuate so it helps to have snacks always at hand. This one is a little specific but 

depending on your work type you might work up a sweat so having a travel deodorant on 

hand is not a bad idea (I once had a pilot plant role with some high temperature 

equipment so this one may be super specific). 

 Have a calculator on hand at your desk if you have the kind of role where someone might 

stop by with a question that defies your mental math limits. 

 Desk decorations: you should add a personal touch but don’t set up a small tribute to your 

hobbies and family. I’ve made the mistake in this area of having absolutely nothing at all 

on my desk so that people who are dropping into the office for the day think it’s an empty 

desk and then I awkwardly have to point out that it is actually my desk. 

 At the end of the day lock up all sensitive materials in drawers. Don’t leave anything on 

your desk that might be useful in a competitor’s hands.   

 If you’re in a steel-toed shoe type of place to a meeting room the next type of assignment 

have extra socks and flats in a drawer. You may have to change footwear multiple times a 

day.  

 Follow the dress code and office culture but always err on the professional side instead of 

the too casual side. This one is hard because engineering internships sometimes require 

dressing for messy work, but you also don't want to be the intern that dresses too casually. 

In the past, when I've had process internships and was encouraged to wear jeans, I usually 

wore traditional jeans (no rips or loud details) and a button up blouse.  

 If you're not working in office environment and again are in the whole jeans gray area keep 

a blazer if you can at your desk. You never know when you might be unexpectedly invited 

into a meeting or meal where everyone else might be a little more dressed up. 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 

~Sarah Reaves 

~Sarah Reaves 

 

Working with your Manager or Technical Coach 

Crafting a good professional relationship with your direct manager or coach is a must and usually 

not hard to do if you are clear in your communication and willing to listen to strengthening advice. 
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 Always be direct and clear about expectations. From the very beginning be sure to ask 

about what success looks like for your work. Don't be afraid to ask how you're doing 

throughout the summer. Set up recurring weekly meetings if you can and don't be afraid to 

ask and listen to what your current status is. It can be a little scary to directly ask but it is 

much scarier to have no idea if you're meeting the goals. If things are going well also don't 

be afraid to ask what exceeding expectations would look like. 

 Don't be afraid to ask for more help, and don't be afraid if you aren't 100% there on some of 

the skills you need to do your job, just communicate this. Projects are usually pretty 

specific so it probably won't be something straight out of one of your classes. It's actually 

great if this happens because internships are just as much about learning as they are about 

performing. 

 At the same time if you don't know something but it's within reach put in the extra reading 

or research time to catch up before you resort to asking for help. This especially applies in 

the first few weeks of the internship when you have a little more time. This shows initiative 

and independence. People are more likely to help you if they see that you’ve made an 

effort. 

 If you find your project too easy ask to do more or ask to see other areas of the company, 

however before you look into adding to your project remember you're in the business 

world so whatever you work on has to make sense in dollars and cents at the end of the 

day. At school we're encouraged to investigate things because they're interesting or we 

want to understand even more but some times that doesn't apply at work. 

 Always be very respectful and observe boundaries. Though you will probably feel like 

you're becoming friends with your manger because you work so closely together ... 

remember they are technically your boss (aka adding them on Facebook is usually not the 

best of ideas while you’re still working there). 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 
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~Si Hui Wong 

~Karen McCormick 

 

Navigating the Social Workplace & Professional Behavior 

The key to really enjoying and thriving at work is building a social network with your co-workers. 

It’s important to take advantage of possible resources while keeping all your relationships 

professional. 

 Find a mentor and set up weekly or bi-weekly meetings. They will become the person you 

can ask about the stuff that you couldn't find anyone else to ask. You can practice your 

presentations with them and run your report drafts by them. You can also ask them to 

introduce you to key people around the office.  

 It is important to find a mentor that you naturally click with, it’s ok if it doesn’t happen 

immediately! Mentoring is a give and take relationship. 

 When with the other interns be on guard in terms of professional behavior. Sometimes 

when everyone's sitting all together at lunch having a good time it can be easy to forget 

that you're still in the office; avoid the gossip or unprofessional conversations. 

 Don’t text or go on Facebook while at work. Many interns do, but it’s always made me 

uncomfortable to see this, so it’s your call but the truth is that after 4 internship of never 

texting or going on Facebook while at work I can say that my social life hasn’t suffered and 

I’ve happily never had to worry about getting into awkward conversations about my 

behavior (I know interns who have gotten into trouble over Facebook). 

 Don't be afraid to speak up at meetings, but also don't feel like you need to say something 

for the sake of saying something (I've felt that way before) especially in the first few 

meetings observe how people communicate and what's valuable so that when you do speak 

up you make valuable contributions. 

 Always observe and absorb the environment and feel of the office. Always ask yourself 

would I be comfortable here for more than a summer? 

 Keep steady hours. There is always an intern who slowly starts getting to work later and 

later, surprisingly enough people notice these things. 
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 Craft your emails well. Be concise and clear; a lot of times emails get forwarded, especially 

if you're doing good work, and you want to make a good impression for any future reader. 

Emails shouldn't look or sound like texts when you're at work. 

 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 

~Karen McCormick 

~Jenna Klinedinst 

 

Leaving your mark 

Be the intern whose contributions are remembered long after the summer is over.  

 Make good presentations and write strong reports. These documents will be what stays 

behind after you leave in the fall. If these are truly strong then people will remember you 

and more people will read your work. 

 The day of your final presentation try to get there right before and sneak in one more 

practice run right before that way you're used to the flow.  
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 This one is kind of unexpected but at the final presentation people's faces usually look kind 

of serious ... this is a good thing they're paying attention so don't get distracted by trying to 

read the audience. 

 If someone asks you a question that you don't know the answer to never try to fake your 

way through the answer; it's ok to just say “Actually, I don't know about that, but I will 

look into it and get back to you.” 

 Go to networking events (and if you're shy like I am) make a goal of speaking to certain 

people or at least to a certain number of people. By the time you meet your goal you'll 

usually be on a roll and you'll find yourself networking even more. 

 Keep your files really well organized throughout your entire session. Having a really clean 

and clear narration document of all the files also helps. You want your work to be as 

accessible as possible for after you leave. 

 Working from home or working more than 40 hours a week – this is huge grey area and it 

will be different for every role and situation. First of all make sure you are packing those 

base 40 hours a week full of quality work. If you are already performing well within work 

hours most of the time that is more than enough. But, whether you’re trying to meet a 

stretch goal or the original plan didn’t end up happening as planned, or you’re working on 

a global team you might find yourself working quite a bit from home. And, personally I 

think this is OK, as long as it’s OK with your company’s policy. You’re there to get a taste of 

what being a professional engineer is like after all and it is a demanding profession. 

However, don’t get carried away. Time for an embarrassing confession: I once found myself 

in the office at 9:30 pm … three nights in a row. That was not OK. Especially since at that 

point I was also getting to work at 7:30 am. It was my last summer as an intern and I 

wanted to give my project my all. Never, go this far, you really don’t need to and if you feel 

like your work is consistently demanding this from you then it’s time to talk to your 

mentor or manager.  

 A lot of companies do have a strict rule that interns/co-ops can’t work more than certain 

number of hours consecutively. Appropriate working hours is something good to ask about 

in the beginning to avoid getting in trouble.  

 Write thank you notes to mentors, coaches and anyone who helped you along the way. 

This is very important because getting help from the right people is what can make you 

successful so don't miss the opportunity to show that you appreciated their support. 

 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 
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~Julia Hom 

 

What to do if something goes wrong 

 You're getting bad results in experiments or something breaks. Do everything you can to 

figure it out: get the opinion of others, do research and if it's still not working get to the 

point where you can make a recommendation, brainstorm alternatives. Again this will be 

real work so a lot of times the answer won't exist yet. You can make your work valuable just 

by helping the team get closer to the solution or by even eliminating options by figuring 

out what doesn't work. 

 If you make a mistake or cause a mishap (I'm sure you'll probably be fine and won't have to 

worry about this one) the best thing to do is just explain it all as logically and analytically 

as possible and if it applies come up with a plan for how to fix whatever went wrong. It’s ok 

to admit a mistake. Admitting and fixing your mistakes is a growth process so even though 

it doesn’t feel great it’s always worth it to own up and face your challenges. 

 If you really don't like your work or realize that the specific industry you're in isn't for you 

after all, and you feel trapped and discouraged (happened to a close friend) still find ways 

to make the summer useful. Try to see what other roles in the company are like, network 

with people to learn about career path possibilities, learn as much as you can because even 

if you didn't like it knowing something more never hurts.  

 You start out feeling confident and excited about your work. A few weeks in you might feel 

a little overwhelmed and could start having thoughts like: “I don’t think I’m doing a good 

job” or “Maybe I’m not cut-out for this project.” Relax and don’t let it get to you. This is 

natural and all the other interns are probably experience the same thing. This is the 

internship learning curve: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A few notes about the learning curve: You will notice that you start off really confident and 

about halfway through the internship you will realize that your work requires you to learn 

and develop skills that you may not already have. You will perform stronger at work but 

you will probably not feel confident about your work for a while. Sometimes the first time 

you truly realize the magnitude of your development and the impact you made are when 

Time 

Confidence level 

Performance level 
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you take time to look back on your internship after it is all over. I have been through 

versions of the learning curve every single time I’ve interned because every job is different. 

Though now because I’m aware of the learning curve I’d like to think that I’ve minimized 

the schematic amplitudes shown above over time.  

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 

 

Wrapping up 

Congratulations! You’re about to wrap up your first internship or Co-Op session. Below are some 

finish line pointers. 

 Update your resume while it’s all still fresh. Capture details about what made you grow and 

what was particularly challenging about your experience. Make sure you don’t include any 

privacy sensitive issues 

 Gather the contact info for key people from the summer. Keep in touch by sending an 

occasional follow up email to hear about your project’s progress or to ask for career 

pointers. 

 Make sure they have all of your most up to date contact information. 

 Get copies of all your performance reviews if it’s allowed to look back on. 

 Figure out when you should hear back about your next session or internship and if there 

are any follow up steps. 

 If your last few days are free make sure you see the parts of the company that interested 

you or talk to the people you didn’t get a chance to meet, always be on the lookout for new 

opportunities or projects for your next session.  

 Celebrate and congratulate yourself for your hard work! Give it a few days or weeks and 

think back on your experiences with pride. 

STORIES FROM THE FIELD: 
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Good luck, and enjoy your first professional engineering experience! 

We wish you all the best on your journey and hope that you find these 

tips and advice helpful. 

Have questions, concerns, or more tips? 

Feel free to contact me any time! 

Karen Martinez 

kmartdl@gmail.com 

513.306.9026 

 

About your author: I am a graduating senior in Materials Engineering. I’m heading into a full time 

job as an R&D Engineer at Procter & Gamble. I had 4 internships at Procter & Gamble, and each 

summer I learned new things and found new areas where I could use some improvement. We are 

all a work in progress but that doesn’t mean that you can’t make a huge impact. All of my 

internships were in different R&D departments and different business units. My biggest piece of 

advice is to use any professional placement as an opportunity to explore your boundaries both 

personally and as an engineer. 
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