Are Unpaid Internships Worth It?

ADHORA AHMED
The primary reason why we put so much effort into education is to get a job, but looking for one — on the
mere strength of some pieces of paper called degrees — can be daunting. Internships come to the rescue, eas-
ing the transition between education and profession. They not only bring valuable work experience and skills
before fully entering the job market, but also add a nice touch to anyone’s resume.

Internships involve work to some degree,
but as they are not full-fledged jobs,

they are not always paid. In case of such
opportunities, applicants would naturally
expect learning useful skills that will not
only compensate for the lack of finan-
cial reward, but also help them in their
careers. The question arises, however,
whether unpaid internships do meet such
expectations.

Afsara Naim*, who recently completed
an internship for a consultancy firm, says,
“My senior colleagues were quite friendly,
and they taught us how to conduct proper
research. So, if I pursue my career in that
line, I think the lessons would definitely
come in handy.”

Tahmid Chowdhury* interned for a
development platform, but had a quite
different experience than Afsara’s. “My in-
ternship wasn’t very enlightening or pleas-
ant. Managing the workload was difficult,
since I had to tackle my studies and other
ambitions. I didn't learn anything like I
expected to. I thought I'd be able to build
connections and enrich my knowledge
through this internship, but now that
feels like an empty promise I had expect-
ed before applying,” he comments.

As Tahmid mentions, since most
interns tend to be students, they have to
juggle work with their academic respon-
sibilities which can prove to be quite tax-
ing. Raisa Rahman*, who interned for an
education-based Facebook group agrees,
“My main job was to handle the group ac-
tivity, which includes answering students’
queries, posting announcements, and
approving members and posts. [t wasn't
hard, but it was straining as I had to be
alert at all times, even during classes. This
definitely made me anxious, because I
was constantly afraid of being called out
if I was away for any reason, or I was too
late to respond. I remember constantly
checking my phone and staying up really
late, just so I wouldn't miss anything.”
Raisa was promised a recommendation
letter, but her employer has not reached
out in the two years since her internship,
“I doubt they even remember.”

From Tahmid and Raisa’s testimonies,
it appears that certain employers take
advantage of hapless students by disguis-
ing thankless work as lucrative internship
opportunities. Unfortunately, there is no
central regulation regarding internships
in Bangladesh, which can protect pro-
spective interns from such exploitation. If
employers fail to do the bare minimum of
training their interns in their line of work,
then isn't a paid internship better than an
unpaid one?

According to a 2018 working paper by
International Labour Organisation (ILO),
some of the studies cited point to the no-
tion that financial incentives can motivate
interns. Moreover, employers who pay
their interns might also put more effort

into their training programmes, in hopes
of possible recruitment from the intern
pool. Even if they do not get offered full-
time employment, interns will tend to
value the experience as a fruitful one.

The paper also notes that unpaid
internships pose financial barriers for
interns from lower-income backgrounds.
Internships in general improve one’s re-
sume, and therefore the chances of getting
a job. However, as most internships are
not paid, it deters less privileged students
from applying to one. As a result, they are
forced to lag behind their more privileged
counterparts in the job market.

“Internships are no walks in the park,
you're ending up putting in a lot more
than just your effort,” Rameesa Jameel,
who worked as an intern at a publishing
house, comments. “The place I interned
at was about twenty kilometres away from
my place of residence. Taking trips there
whilst navigating the Dhaka traffic easily
took up five to six hours, which is a huge
waste of time. In the life of a university
student, this commute can get extremely
taxing, especially during midterms. There
are also fuel costs to be considered. Offer-
ing interns financial compensation is the

least employers can do, considering how
there’s always a possibility of the prom-
ise of experience failing to be delivered.
Remuneration can be particularly more
motivating for people who are struggling
financially. Internships shouldn’t just be
another luxury that a regular person can’t
afford, they're supposed to be available
for everyone who is interested and quali-
fies for the job.”

“I believe that internships in gener-
al should award compensation for the
work, because if you're not paid, then it
would allow people who can afford to
do unpaid internships get ahead of those
who are not financially stable enough to
do them,” undergraduate student Fariha
Khan agrees. “The organisation I interned
for is notable for their work to improve
the lives of poor people. Yet, their intern-
ship opportunities are unpaid, which I
found to be counterintuitive.”

“In my opinion, most of these places
who recruit interns are not very experi-
enced or established themselves, and so
before making all these promises, they
should establish themselves properly,”
Raisa provides an interesting view. “It's
almost as if we are used as guinea pigs

for experiments about what's the right or
wrong thing to do, but we are not lab rats.
We have futures and careers to think of;
when we take on these opportunities, we
do so after careful consideration.”

The consensus seems to be that intern-
ships should be paid. It makes sense not
only for the applicants, but for the em-
ployers too. With paid opportunities, they
will be able to cast a wider net of inter-
ested applicants, and get valuable output
from the recruited interns. The latter will
be more satisfied with their training, since
there is a remuneration and a possible
employment at the end. For the time
being, however, unpaid internships are
here to stay — usually as a single line on
your resume.

*Names have been changed to protect
privacy.

Reference
ILO.org (May 18, 2018). The regulation of
internships: A comparative study

Adhora Ahmed tries to make her two cats
befriend each other, but in vain. Tell her to
give up at adhora.ahmed @gmail.com

UT

THE DEFINITIVE YOUTH MAGAZINE

SH(

.

S B e 7.

7.7

PHOTO: ORCHID CHAKMA

The State of Extracurriculars

NABIHA NUSAIBA & FARIHA S. KHAN

What comes to your mind when you read the words
“extracurricular activity”? Do you think about univer-
sity admissions and job prospects, or do you think of
a way for you to discover and hone activities you're
interested in? If it is not the latter, then we may have a
problem.

An extracurricular activity (ECA) can denote any-
thing you do outside of your central education as long
as you are not awarded school credits for it. So yes, de-
bate, graphic design, singing, playing a sport, research-
ing, summer programmes, volunteering, and sewing
costumes for cats are all ECAs. And now, more than
ever, you can pursue as many or as few as you like.

The ECA scene in Bangladesh has changed drasti-
cally over the past few years, and with it, our feelings
towards them. Whereas, once upon a time, the list of
activities available to us was much shorter and access
to it was limited to only those who could participate,
a surge in accessibility and increase in discovery has
changed the face of extracurriculars. Through the
power of technology, you can now do much more
from the comfort of your home than you could, say, 15
years ago. YouTube tutorials are available for free on
absolutely any skill, but if you want a more hands-on
experience and exposure to it outside your bedroom,
you can most certainly hire a tutor or take classes.

Because social media encourages people to showcase
their work, an increasing number of people are now
motivated to improve their skills in the arts, primarily
music, dance and visual arts, in order to share their tal-
ents with the world. On the other hand, the increased
frequency of competitions, seminars, workshops, and
other resources aid students who want to pursue de-
bate, project development, quizzes, and other inter-
active activities. Whatever it is that students work on,
most gain at least some level of social skills.

When you take up an activity and dedicate a con-
siderable amount of time and effort behind it, you
are extremely likely to come out of the other side not
only as a master of said skill but also as the owner of
various other qualities. For example, playing a team
sport is associated with having good hand-eye coordi-
nation, sharp reflexes and teamwork skills. Spending a
lot of time on certain activities that you are passionate
about also shows your dedication, commitment to and
specialisation in that activity. This is what recruiters
and admission officers want to see.

Somehow, this message gets lost in translation and
most students end up seeing ECAs as merely a method
to boost their resumes. As university applications and
job prospects see more and more competition, stu-

dents fight tooth and nail to stand out because they be-
lieve ECAs are the way to do so. Instead of finding and
focusing on the activity that they are most passionate
about, they run after a dozen activities they care less
about and do not really want to work on.

Take, for example, the increase in the number of
youth-led non-profit organisations in Dhaka. While
they all may have started with good intent, some have
spiralled into a force that debilitates the authenticity
of volunteer work. Because there are so many organisa-
tions present today, authenticity becomes a big issue.
Of course, you have to also acknowledge the ones that
do meaningful and impactful work in the spirit of
helping our country. However, a small number of these
organisations were started by students who wanted to
look philanthropic to universities and recruiters, and
they stopped operations once they were in a position
where they no longer had to care about doing charity
work.

I suppose the blame isn't totally up to students
either; we have somehow perpetuated a culture where
not only do students not have enough excitement to
pursue ECAs to learn, but they don’t have the time ei-
ther. With their day split between school and coaching,
there is seldom time for students to pursue anything
other than academics. The notion that students should
be dedicating every waking hour to academics is
embedded in our society. My 9th grade Math tutor,
disappointed in me for going to Model UN confer-
ences, would tell me, “You're in 9th grade now. The
only thing you should be focusing on is your O Level
exams.”

This ideology is harmful. Where adults should be
encouraging us to pursue interests outside the four
walls of academia, they discourage us instead. It's not
just teachers, either.

“When I was in 11th grade, my mom wouldn’t let
me go to debate tournaments because they would end
late at night. It was so discouraging—I had the po-
tential to become a good debater,” says Nishat Khan,
currently pursuing an undergraduate degree at North
South University. This isn't the only time societal
expectations have been a hindrance either. Countless
female students across multiple schools all over the
country note how they're discouraged from participat-
ing in any physical sports at all, let alone any other
kind of activities.

When asked about diminishing student involvement
in extracurricular activities and school-administered
programmes, Roksana Zarin, Principal at International
Hope School Bangladesh, responded, “Because stu-
dents value their board examinations a lot, even if they
are interested in sports and other activities, they can-

not find the time to fit it into their schedules because
they are unable to balance school and coachings. So,
even if sports and other classes are arranged for them
weekly, they choose to neglect them. Moreover, I think
that because sports scholarships are not a renowned
concept in Bangladesh, there’s less importance towards
these aspects.”

Why are these notions harmful for young students?
In order for us to promote the idea that picking an un-
conventional career path is okay, it's important to teach
the youth to venture out and find what they're passion-
ate about. That means delving deep into the arts, sports,
music, and other activities. It's okay if they're not good
at any of these, either; the point is to provide a safe
space away from your study tables where you can wind
down. The point is to see what you enjoy the most, even
if you're not particularly good at it.

However, while students face increasing resistance,
and fight to find time to engage in activities, many are
pushing themselves to get more involved despite the
hurdles.

“The increase in community engagement over the
past few years has been incredible. When I first started
high school, there were huge gaps in the kind of com-
munity service available to the youth, which led to the
formation of many organisations. Over the years, we've
seen more young people creating their own opportuni-
ties. All my peers are actively engaged in work they're
passionate about, and that’s heartwarming to see,” says
Shebonti Khandaker, co-founder and CEO of Nirmegh,
a youth organisation.

ECAs are integral to the journey that proves that an
unconventional career path is more than okay; it's also
the most risk-free way of finding out what you enjoy.
But even if one chooses to pursue a conventional career
path, the skills they learn will be crucial to their success.
The best place to start your ECA journey would be at
school, so that when you eventually start applying for
jobs, you have something to show for your skills.

Keep in mind, however, that it’s not just about having
experience, either. It's also about learning through
these experiences; everything in life shouldn’t be about
a piece of paper with your name on it. The world is
for you to explore, and if you don't delve outside of
academic activities, you haven't even come close to
conquering it.

Nabiha runs every day. Out of time, ramen and K-drama
episodes. Send her an email at n.nusaibaah@gmail.com to
join her on this rigorous workout.

Fariha enjoys binge-watching movies in the dark vicinity of
her bedroom. Send her memes at fariha.safa@gmail.com



