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CHAPTER 11

Crafting the 
Internship
An Empathy-Driven Approach
Rebecca Blakiston

Context
Internships at the University of Arizona
At their core, internships are for student learning and career preparation. 
Students aim to get hands-on experience in a professional environment, build-
ing specific competencies and skills and deepening their understanding of a 
particular field and potential career path after graduation.

At the University of Arizona, students are encouraged and often required to 
complete real-world experiences as part of their degree programs. The 100% 
Engagement initiative, an outcome of the university’s strategic plan in 2013, 
called for “100 percent of our students to have the opportunity to engage in 
integrating and applying their knowledge through real-world experiential learn-
ing.” 1 In response to this initiative, the School of Information added an intern-
ship requirement for its master’s in library and information science degree in 
2015.2 The school has approximately two hundred students in its program, with 
the majority being distant students who are seeking local or remote opportu-
nities. Even students who aren’t required to complete an internship as part of 
their program often seek one out as a way to supplement course instruction and 
strengthen their qualifications and future job prospects.
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Most graduate-level internships hosted at the University of Arizona Libraries 
are designed as structured learning experiences, so they are unpaid and compen-
sated through academic credit. The time and effort required for a student to 
complete an internship is equivalent to a three-credit course, which is nine hours 
per week during a regular (fall or spring) semester. Departments across the library 
host interns regularly, including Student Learning and Engagement, Research 
Engagement, the Health Sciences Library, and the University of Arizona Press. 
The majority of library interns are graduate students seeking master’s degrees 
from the School of Information, though interns have come from a range of disci-
plines and have also included high school students, undergraduate students, and 
PhD students. Some of our library internships are publicly posted, competitive 
positions, whereas others are individually tailored to specific students. This book 
chapter focuses on those tailored experiences.

Internships in User Experience
As graduate students in a variety of disciplines explore potential career paths, 
they often run across positions in the evolving field of user experience (UX). 
A growing number of companies and countries across the world are recruit-
ing for UX positions, including largely UX researcher and UX designer roles.3 
Researcher positions often appeal to students studying the social sciences, such 
as psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Designer positions, on the other 
hand, often appeal to those students studying graphic design, digital media, and 
visual communications.

There is also a natural connection between the study of library and informa-
tion science and the field of UX. The School of Information’s program includes 
competencies such as organization of information, research methods, and infor-
mation and communication technologies.4 As students find themselves studying 
information-seeking behavior, information architecture, website usability, and 
digital information systems, they may find they are well positioned for careers 
in the field of UX.

The UX Team at the Libraries
At the University of Arizona Libraries, the UX team was established in 2017. At 
its inception, it included three full-time positions: UX strategist, UX designer, 
and content strategist. The team was also given funding for student support, 
ranging between one and four student and graduate assistant positions. The 
students come from varied backgrounds and, while some specialize in partic-
ular areas, such as user research or data analysis, they tend to get a breadth of 
experience overall and could be described as UX generalists.
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Centrally housed within library administration, the UX team acts similar 
to an internal design agency, supporting the work of projects and initiatives 
library-wide. There are over three hundred employees across the library, and so 
the work of the UX team is ever-changing. We collaborate regularly with web 
developers and programmers, project and product managers, marketing and 
communications staff, and research and instruction librarians. In addition to the 
day-to-day UX activities such as prototyping and usability testing, we regularly 
provide consultations and training for staff to expand our UX capacity and foster 
UX thinking library-wide. Given the varied nature of our work, we are never 
short of interesting projects to work on that provide unique and meaningful 
opportunities for student interns.

Internships on the UX Team
The UX team hosted four graduate student interns between 2017-2020. Two 
graduate students seeking their master’s degrees in library and information 
sciences completed internships in the spring and summer of 2018. A graduate 
student seeking her master’s degree in information completed an internship in 
spring of 2019. Then in spring of 2020, the UX team hosted its first independent 
study student, who was completing her PhD in psychology and linguistics. Each 
internship was for credit and unpaid. It was especially important to us that these 
projects, as unpaid labor, benefited the students’ learning as much as, if not more 
than, a university course.

Applying our expertise in user-centered design, we individually crafted each 
internship project using a design thinking, empathy-driven approach. Design 
thinking is a framework for human-centered decision-making and innovation, 
often used in product design and strategy. It can be broken down into three 
nonlinear stages: understanding, exploring, and implementing.5 In addition to 
using this framework to design products, services, and websites, we can use it 
to craft the internship experience.

Understanding the Student
Building Empathy
The first step in tailoring an internship project to a student’s expectations is devel-
oping a deep understanding of the student. Using a student-centered philosophy, 
we ask: What are their goals and challenges? How might we design an internship 
experience that aligns with their goals and minimizes their challenges?

A great tool for answering these questions is cognitive empathy, an intentional 
practice for developing an understanding of others. Indi Young describes cogni-
tive empathy as “purposely discovering the underlying thoughts and emotions 
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that guide someone else’s decisions and behavior.”6 On the UX team, the graduate 
students had contacted us directly to seek out internship opportunities. We knew 
they were interested in getting experience in the field of UX, but at first we didn’t 
know much more than that. So we incorporated cognitive empathy practices into 
our early communication with all potential interns.

For us, the main tool for building empathy and understanding has been an 
initial one-on-one conversation, mimicking the format we use for a semi-struc-
tured user interview.7 I schedule a thirty-minute conversation with the potential 
intern where the aim is for me to more deeply understand what motivates, drives, 
and challenges them. While there is an element of sharing what the UX team is 
working on and what potential opportunities might be, there is a focus first on 
deep listening in order to gain understanding of the student.

To prepare for the conversation, as one would for a user interview, we iden-
tify a small set of open-ended questions. These guide the discussion while also 
leaving plenty of room to ask follow-ups and for the student to share other 
relevant experiences, concerns, or questions. In the field of UX, we often use 
personas as a tool to describe users’ goals, behaviors, and constraints, helping 
us build empathy and encouraging us to make more user-centered decisions.8 
This framework of goals, behaviors, and constraints is also helpful when building 
empathy for a potential intern.

Identifying Goals
By understanding the student’s goals, we can design a more beneficial intern-
ship experience that aligns with their professional aims and career aspirations. 
To identify the student’s goals and motivations, we ask questions such as: What 
most interests you in working for this team? What are your career objectives? 
How could this internship experience help you reach your personal, academic, 
or professional goals?

For example, we heard from one student who wanted to improve their presen-
tation and communication skills with colleagues to make them a stronger collab-
orator and colleague. We heard from another student that they wanted to get 
their feet wet with as many UX methods as possible to prepare for a career as a 
UX consultant. By asking these questions, we check our assumptions and better 
know how to focus a project so that it is most valuable to the student.

Identifying Behaviors
By understanding the student’s behaviors, existing skill sets, and past experi-
ences, we can better match them to potential opportunities. To learn more about 
the student’s behaviors, we ask questions such as: What is your previous work 
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experience? What type of work do you enjoy doing? What is something you 
recently learned, and how did you go about learning it?

This becomes especially important as we try to align the project with existing 
organizational priorities. Through this process, we have learned, for example, 
that students have experience with particular technology and systems, social 
media and marketing skills, and campus-level partnerships and networks that 
could be leveraged.

Identifying Constraints
Finally, by understanding any scheduling, technology, or access limitations, we 
can better match an intern with an appropriate project. To uncover their chal-
lenges and constraints, we ask questions such as: What other obligations do you 
have this semester (e.g. other jobs, academic schedule, personal commitments)? 
What is your schedule and availability? What sort of support or accommodations 
do you need to be successful?

For example, you may discover that a student already works full-time, uses 
assistive technology for communication, or needs to work remotely. On the UX 
team, understanding these constraints has helped us design projects that were 
more remote and asynchronous or more suited for a short-term summer time 
frame.

Articulating the Design Challenge
In the design thinking process, at the end of the empathizing phase we can use 
what we learned to define the problem statement, design challenge, or point of 
view. To articulate the challenge in a way that encourages exploration of ideas, 
people often use the “How might we… ?” framing.9 In the context of internships, 
we can use this as an opportunity to summarize the student’s goals, behaviors, 
and constraints. For example: How might we provide the intern with hands-on 
experience with as many UX methods as possible, leveraging her research exper-
tise and campus networks, in a remote setting? Or: How might we integrate 
the intern into library-wide projects, incorporating their existing expertise with 
library systems, during the summer months?

Exploring Project Ideas
Ideating
Once we understand the goals, behaviors, and constraints of the potential intern, 
it is time to explore potential project ideas. In the design thinking process, the 
exploratory phase includes rapid ideation, where we are encouraged to think 
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creatively and build upon each other’s ideas to come up with a variety of poten-
tial solutions.

On the UX team, internship project ideas have come from a combination 
of the supervisor, colleagues, and the interns themselves. Presenting a variety 
of ideas and then building upon one another’s ideas has been common. This 
process can be done both through real-time conversations and asynchronously 
over email.

At this point, it also becomes important to align the student’s goals with orga-
nizational goals to identify a project that is both appropriate and practical. While 
the focus so far has been understanding the student, it is also critical to under-
stand the current goals and challenges being faced internally by ourselves as 
supervisors, our colleagues, and our organizations. It might be helpful to review 
strategic priorities at a department, organization, or institution level to discover 
the most impactful opportunities.

Iterating
In most cases, during or after the initial conversation, I have provided a list of 
potential projects based on our conversation. For example, our design chal-
lenge for the spring 2019 intern was: How might we expand the intern’s UX 
design skill set and build her campus network, leveraging her organizational 
and event-planning skills, in a mostly remote setting? I proposed a few project 
ideas as a starting point, including

1. contributing to the pilot of a UX lab in the student union, a campus 
collaboration

2. improving student experience as it relates to the Student Success District 
renovation project and rooms and spaces in the library

3. assisting in an inclusive design workshop series, a campus collaboration 
with disability resources

4. helping create a UX@UA website, organizing UX@UA events, and help-
ing organize a UX Fest campus-wide

After several iterations, we ultimately merged the first and fourth option to 
land on: Supporting and fostering UX practices campus-wide, including plan-
ning UX professional development events and creating a UX@UA website.

Another example was our summer 2018 intern. In the understanding stage, 
we had discovered

• Goals: more experience with collaboration and teamwork across a large 
organization

• Behaviors: work experience in circulation and Alma
• Constraints: eight weeks during the summer term

We also looked at the library’s existing priorities and projects to see where 
he might fit in. We were implementing Alma and Primo later in the summer, 
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so much of the UX team’s work was going toward testing and customizing the 
Primo interface. He happened to have experience working with Alma and Primo, 
so this was a perfect fit.

Identifying Solutions
In table 11.1, you can see the internship projects that were ultimately identified 
based on the interns’ skills and goals, as well as the organizational needs.

Table 11.1
Intern projects identified

Intern Goals Intern 
Behaviors

Organizational 
Needs

Project Identified

Communication, 
facilitation, and 
leadership

Migrating 
to Alma, 
circulation, 
customer 
service

Implementation of 
Primo

Usability testing of 
Primo; full member of 
project team

UX methods; 
something for a 
portfolio

Prototyping 
and design, 
administrative 
support, event 
organization

Needing a website 
for UX@UA; 
needing more 
support for meetup 
events

Participating in UX@
UA leadership team; 
designing a website 
using empathy maps, 
personas, usability 
testing

UX research 
methods 

Qualitative 
research, 
psychology and 
linguistics

Addressing 
complaints about 
quiet study rooms

Library environments 
project

General UX 
methods, library 
experience

Marketing and 
communications, 
graduate 
student 
programs

Graduate student 
support

Graduate student 
journey mapping

Prototyping
Prototyping is often part of this exploratory stage. Prototypes are representations 
of ideas and are starting points for gathering input and continuing to iterate.10 
Artifacts that you can prototype and share with potential interns and colleagues 
include project proposals, learning outcomes, and job descriptions. By proto-
typing your ideas and gathering feedback before finalizing them, you have a 
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chance to think through both feasibility and alignment with the intern’s goals 
and expectations.

Implementing the Internship Project
Once we identify an internship project, it’s time for implementation. We have 
found that user-centered design practices continue to be helpful throughout the 
course of the internship project, for example:

• Observing. We notice what is working well and identify any pain points 
or challenges.

• Iterating. We are willing to shift focus and stay flexible through the course 
of the project.

• Empathizing. Continually, we intentionally build up our understanding 
of the intern and their experience with the goal of being able to support 
them better.

Providing a Professional Experience
A shared goal for all interns is that they want to get an authentic and meaningful 
professional experience. Because of this, integration into the work environment 
is critical. The UX team considers our interns as integral members of the team 
and the organization more broadly, referring to them as our colleagues and offer-
ing them regular credit and recognition for their contributions. This integration 
into the organization is further demonstrated by

• including them on our team UX organizational chart
• adding them to the staff directory on the public website
• adding them to the Slack channel we use for team communication
• inviting them to attend and participate in weekly team meetings
• when possible, including them in cross-departmental opportunities
• when possible, providing them with a dedicated workspace alongside their 

colleagues
At the outset, we provide a structured, lightweight onboarding process for 

all interns. This includes, at minimum, reviewing the job description and work 
expectations together, providing them with readings, introducing them to 
communication tools such as Slack and Trello, and giving them a tour of the 
workplace.

Since leadership is often one of the student’s goals as well as an important skill 
sought out by future employers, we often ask interns to be leads on some aspects 
of their projects. This provides them with the experience to make decisions, solve 
problems, and communicate their work. It also allows them freedom to shift 
gears and focus on their own learning and what will be most helpful for them. At 
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the end of her internship, one of our interns said she appreciated this autonomy 
and being treated like a professional rather than “just an intern.”

Offering Support and Mentorship
To provide ongoing communication, support, and mentorship, as well as a struc-
ture for continued iteration of the internship projects, we have regular (usually 
weekly) one-on-one meetings between intern and supervisor. These meetings 
are intern-driven. Questions the supervisor uses as a starting framework are: 
What have you been working on? How can I support you this coming week?

We also regularly ask reflective questions to better understand how things are 
going and where we can iterate. For projects broken into structured phases, we 
try to incorporate reflection at the end of each phase. These questions are along 
the lines of: Are you getting the right level of guidance? How are you feeling 
about where things are at with the project? Are you where you expected to be 
at this point in the project? How can we better meet the goals we established at 
the outset of the internship?

Delivering Outputs
Many students also value having a tangible end product at the end of their intern-
ship. This can be something like a slide deck, an article, a blog post, or some other 
artifact they can include in their résumé or portfolio. This can strengthen their 
candidacy for future jobs as it gives them something to point to as an example 
of their work. For our interns, tangible outputs have included presentations to 
the library and at conferences, Medium publications, empathy maps, journey 
maps, and websites.11

Reflecting and Acknowledging
At the closing out of an internship, students have a final meeting with their super-
visor and receive a documented evaluation. Recently, we have also facilitated an 
internship retrospective activity. This provides a framework for the interns to 
share their experience and help us continually iterate on our process. In spring 
2020, our retrospective was framed as the 4 Ls Exercise.12

1. Loved
2. Longed for
3. Loathed
4. Learned

This framework allowed us to discover what worked well, including regu-
lar meetings, a supportive team environment, timelines, and communication 
tools. Both interns agreed, for example, that they loved the weekly check-ins as 
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an opportunity to get feedback and discuss ideas. We were pleased to hear one 
intern learned “a lot more than expected” and “would recommend it to others.” 
We also learned more about what we could improve upon next time, including 
providing design interns more experience with technical aspects of design work, 
such as how websites work on the back end.

Internships are important professional milestones for graduate students and 
deserving of recognition at their conclusion. The work of the UX interns has also 
been of great benefit to our organization, so we make a point to celebrate their 
work. Ways to acknowledge intern accomplishments include

• sharing their work at a library staff meeting
• writing about their work in internal or external newsletters
• mentioning their contributions in publications related to their work
• hosting celebratory lunches or other social events
• giving signed thank-you cards and personalized gifts

Conclusion
As illustrated in this chapter, principles of human-centered design can inform 
better internship experiences for graduate students. By focusing on the student’s 
individual goals, skill sets, and constraints, we can identify and craft the most valu-
able and rewarding experiences, setting them up for future professional success.

Heaps of thanks to our graduate student interns from 2017–2020: Rachel 
Brown, Zuleima Cota, Gardie Lueders, and Louis Migliazza. Also thanks to the 
2019–2020 internship task force for their hard work and inspiration: Armando 
Cruz, Kathryn Conrad, Lisa Duncan, Annabelle Nunez, Nicole Pagowsky, Jerry 
Perry, and Megan Senseney.
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