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Internships are powerful for 
growing college students’ 
interest in Extension careers 
and graduate education. 
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INTRO
Agricultural colleges in the United States 
use various strategies to recruit 
prospective students for graduate study. 
Generally, students are aware of some of 
the well-known degree programs such as 
animal science and crop science. 
However, students are often not aware 
of the lesser-known degree programs 
such as Extension Education. This study 
describes how an internship program can 
be used to generate interest among 
prospective students for Extension 
Education graduate study.

METHODS
We conducted this survey research in 
summer 2019 with a group of 31 
undergraduate and graduate student 
interns hired for a 10-week internship 
with NC State Extension. Interns worked 
in County Extension Centers under the 
supervision and guidance of Extension 
professionals. At the end of the 
internship program, interns were asked 
to complete a retrospective pre and 
posttest survey. Students rated their 
interest in pursuing a career in 
Cooperative Extension and pursuing a 
graduate degree in Agricultural and 
Extension Education after and before the 
internship. Responses were: 1 (not at all 
interested), 2 (slightly interested), 3 
(moderately interested), 4 (very interested), 
and 5 (extremely interested). Twenty-two 
students responded to the survey for a 
71% response rate. Students were also 
asked to share what major skills they 
developed (open-ended question).  

RESULTS
We found that the respondents who were very or 
extremely interested in pursuing a career in Extension 
increased from 36% before the internship to 68% after 
the internship, and the respondents who were very or 
extremely interested in pursuing a graduate degree in 
Extension Education increased from 36% before the 
internship to 45% after the internship. Representative 
student comments on the survey included:
• “I have learned so much that will help me in my 

future career and what the day to day of an 
Extension Agent entails.”

• “I learned a LOT about field crops. I loved every 
minute of being out in the field.”

• “I was able to interact with a community.....Being 
able to ask questions to strangers and be 
comfortable around people is very important in a 
future job. “

DISCUSSION
The internship program increased students’ interest in 
Extension careers and graduate degrees. These 
findings are consistent with other studies that showed 
internships help students to understand career 
pathways, gather information, and make career 
decisions (Jackson & Wilton, 2016). Furthermore, this 
study supports previous findings that Extension 
internships promote Extension as a career and 
develops positive perceptions of Extension’s 
community engagement (Angima & Gaebel, 2018; 
Grotta & McGrath, 2013; Wilken, et al., 2008).  
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Jim Hamilton, Extension Agent for NC State 
in Watagua County, shows student intern 
Noah Watson a ginseng plant on a farm 
outside Boone. 

“I gained knowledge on 
what a day in the life of an 
Extension Agent looks 
like… also knowing that 
you never know what the 
day might bring. I learned 
how to answer questions 
when out on a farm call 
and how to handle a 
situation when you are 
unsure of what is going 
on. I was able to learn real 
life applications.”

– 2019 Extension Intern
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