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Abstract

In today’s world, students are receiving less practical experience in high schools and universities to complement their didactic education. Many students are unaware of what the field of aquatic biology is as it pertains to a career in a modern public aquarium. Thus, from the standpoint of the student, an internship experience provides an understanding of the broad activities and goals of aquariums. In addition, such training will focus the student’s interest in areas in which they feel they can excel and contribute to the mission of modern aquariums. Just as important is the contribution of the student intern to the educational and research functions of aquariums. Whether the student is an educational, curatorial or research intern, they should be involved to some extent in all operations of the aquarium. This level of commitment permits the intern to interact with visitors and staff to more fully understand the responsibilities of the aquarium to the public and help shoulder the workload of the aquarium while learning. One very important intern function is to bring new ideas and concepts to the aquarium for consideration. Central to the success of the intern program is the need to have a well-planned, implemented and executable course of student action. The intern’s time at the aquarium must be quality time with obtainable goals. In this way both the student and the aquarium will benefit greatly. 

Résumé
Dans le monde actuel, les étudiants acquièrent de moins en moins l’expérience pratique susceptible de compléter avantageusement les enseignements délivrés dans les lycées et les universités. Beaucoup d’étudiants ignorent ce que la biologie aquatique est réellement lorsqu’elle est associée à une carrière en Aquarium public. Aussi, l’expérience acquise dans un Aquarium permettrait aux étudiants d’avoir connaissance de l’étendue des activités et des objectifs des Aquariums. De plus, ces stages en Aquariums pourraient se concentrer sur les aspirations professionnelles des étudiants, permettant ainsi de les conforter et de leur permettre de contribuer à la mission des Aquariums d’aujourd’hui qui est «d’intéresser et d’éduquer le Grand Public à l’étude et la préservation des écosystèmes aquatiques et des espèces ». Tout aussi importante est la contribution des étudiants aux activités d’éducation et de recherche des Aquariums. Il faudrait que les étudiants soient impliqués dans une activité, relations publiques/divertissement, éducation, soins ou recherche, et ils devraient aussi participer aux autres activités de l’Aquarium. Ce niveau d’implication permettrait aux étudiants de mieux interagir avec les visiteurs de l’Aquarium et l’équipe, de mieux comprendre les responsabilités de la structure envers le Public et de contribuer ainsi au travail de l’équipe tout en apprenant. Une autre fonction importante des étudiants serait l’apport d’idées et de points de vues nouveaux et leur prise en considération par l’Aquarium. La clé de la réussite d’un programme de stages réside dans sa parfaite organisation, programmation et exécution. Le temps passé en stage à l’Aquarium doit être profitable en terme d’objectifs atteints. Alors seulement les étudiants et l’Aquarium en tireront des bénéfices.

If a student in high school or at university decided to become a physician, a dentist or a trades person, such as a carpenter, or electrician, their vision of their future occupation is clear and most likely correct. But what if the student believes they would enjoy working with aquatic animals and the public in a setting to study and preserve ecosystems and species? How would they learn of the possibilities and the correct educational path to follow? An internship at a public aquarium can be a great start in this process. And the earlier in there schooling the better. We began such a program at our aquarium several years ago and matured into a program we are proud of.

These internships provide opportunities for the intern to observe the overall operation of the facility over a period of time, for example 10 weeks, and to participate in the day-to-day activities of the aquarium. As well, the students gain an appreciation of the importance of the visitors to the aquarium, and the opportunity to educate the public. In addition, in most cases, they are able to carry out a project to obtain experience in such areas as marketing, public relations, education and applied or basic research.

These internships have proven to be of great value both to the students and the aquarium.

In establishing an internship program, we found it important to involve either the teachers or the advisors of both the high school and university students in student selection and participation in the program. In this way, the student has a responsibility both to school and the aquarium. It comes as no surprise that if a report or research paper is expected by the educational institution as well as by the aquarium program by a deadline date before a grade or university credit is given, the interns are more motivated to perform well. There is another important benefit to the involvement of the intern’s teacher or advisor. That is their interaction with the research staff of the aquarium, which makes them more aware of our activities and the overall educational mission of the aquarium. It also provides us an opportunity to have closer affiliation with professionals at these schools and universities. Indeed, we have in some cases asked individuals to become members of our research committee.

All interns regardless of their preconceived area of interest are involved in the many activities of the aquarium. This is to broaden their knowledge of the mission and operation of a public aquarium and help them be fully aware of the professional opportunities available to them. They learn the administrative structure and operational procedures of an informal educational institution.  They develop communicational and instructional skills and apply them as a docent by leading guided tours and school visitations. They learn animal handling, care and exhibiting and participate in the maintenance of the exhibits.  Very importantly, selected high school and all university interns, will select a research area, develop and carry out a research project under the guidance of our research staff.

All of these experiences are considered by us to be very important in raising the student’s awareness of the complexity and breadth of skills and abilities needed to sustain a public informal educational institution.

We believe we have developed a research component for our intern program, which is of real value in guiding the intern’s career choice and educational path. We take our research at the aquarium seriously and our interns are expected to do the same.

When the student is accepted into our program and most often before they begin their internship, we meet with them and discuss the areas of research currently available and give them appropriate literature to read. Most all projects are applied research in nature. The intern us asked to consider the options and report back to us with their decision. They are then assigned a primary mentor according to the research area chosen. The student then meets with the mentor as necessary to discuss and select a specific project and after reading project specific literature, writes a brief proposal in which the hypothesis to be tested is stated and appropriate literature is cited.

Once the project is approved, the work begins with the intern carefully documenting each days activities while continuing to meet with the mentor at the end of each day research is carried out, to resolve any problems or concerns, and more formally weekly to discuss overall progress. It cannot be emphasized enough how important it is for the mentor to be fully aware of the progress of the intern. 

All of these activities are directed toward completing the research and preparing a research paper in the time period available. Writing of the paper begins before the research is completed in that the introduction, methods, results in the form of data already available and literature to be cited are available. This activity also forces the intern, and mentor, to come to a closure of the research, which can be a difficult thing to accomplish. Many drafts of the paper will be passed between the intern and mentor and in the later stages, the school or university teacher or advisor. Once the paper is completed, the intern must orally present their findings at a meeting of our research committee. This permanent committee is made up of professionals from universities and appropriate research facilities in the St. Louis area. If the results of the research are of significance in advancing knowledge, plans are made for the paper to be submitted for a meeting presentation and / or publication. Several of our interns have presented their research at meetings and have greatly benefited from the experience.

I will now take you quickly through a typical day in the life of a research intern.  Once the intern has been declared tour ready by our tour coordinator, –accomplished by shadowing tours and learning about our animals– they are expected to give a tour to a group of about 15 visitors which will last 1.5 hours. The intern will also have been trained in certain curatorial duties, which they must schedule into their day.  Both the tour and curatorial duties, to the extent possible, may be scheduled by the intern to create the most efficient use of research time including that of the mentor if needed. Time is then reserved at the end of the day to meet with the mentor to go over the day’s activities and plans for the next day. Obviously some days may require less research time, or more tour duties, or a heavier curatorial load. But research remains primary.

Thus far I have indicated how the intern is benefited by the program. The aquarium also receives several benefits. Never under estimate the ability of a person who is placed in a new environment to make observations, which provide new insight and ideas for operation of the aquarium. Sometimes these thoughts are casual comments, which provoke discussion and development. The staff needs to alert and open to such interactions.

Because of limitations in the number of research staff, interns provide the opportunity to begin to explore new areas of research. This is a real benefit even though it may require more mentor time and effort.

I have already commented on the presentation by the interns of their research at society meetings. Quality presentations at such meetings not only make new knowledge available to our peers but let others know of our aquarium’s research interests. This and other activities of our interns help highlight the educational mission of our aquarium.

Older staff and volunteers are excellent tour guides and provide knowledgeable interaction with the public visiting our aquarium. However, well-informed interns often provide a special enthusiasm which is enjoyed by our visitors and perhaps the animals in our aquarium.

Let me now list those considerations which we believe will lead to a successful internship program. The program should be no larger than can properly mentored by the research staff. A large program without leadership is doomed to failure and disappointment by all. 

The goals of the internship, with special attention to the research component, must be realistic within the time frame of the internship. These 2 requirements are necessary for both the intern and the aquarium to have a positive experience. If they are met, there is an excellent chance that the interns will be strong advocates of the mission of modern aquariums including their educational mission.

Two broad conclusions concerning internship programs can be reached from our thoughts and experiences. Guiding students to a successful career in public aquarium activities is very important to the future of modern aquariums. And, a well-conceived and implemented internship program is a positive in an aquarium.
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