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Are you considering an internship? Do you advise students
about applying for an internship? Then it’s time to brush up
on those skills you mastered when searching for the perfect
college. You had a checklist of what you wanted in a college,
and you worked hard to be sure that the college has
a history of delivering what it promised. Many of those
DOs and DON’Ts are still applicable when considering
internships.

For example,

. Don’t pick an internship because it looks impressive
in the catalogs and on the Web.

. Do pick an internship based on a visit where you
felt comfortable, met interesting people, and enjoyed
your experience. An externship of two or more weeks
is recommended rather than a one-day visit.

. Don’t rule out an internship based on its salary.

. Do pick an internship that provides a substantive
opportunity to enhance your skills. To do this, see
the 14 points listed below under ‘‘Internship Training
Programs.’’

. Don’t rule out an internship based on how close to
or far away from home it is located.

. Do pick an internship based on its retention rate—a
pretty useful statistic. Although there are many
reasons people leave an internship, the better
internships have high retention.

. Do pick a program where interns have good success
finding the positions they want or getting into a
residency, if that is their goal.

As of 2004, 574 veterinary internship positions with 728
applicants, and 235 residency positions with 533 applicants,
were listed in the Veterinary Internship and Residency
Matching Program1 (VIRMP) of the American Association
of Veterinary Clinicians (AAVC). These numbers are
growing: 28 internship and 18 residency positions were
added in 2004. A critical difference between internship
and residency programs, key for the internship applicant,
is the required elements of the program. For comparison,
let’s look at residency programs.

RESIDENCY TRAINING PROGRAMS: EXTERNAL
MONITORING OF QUALITY
The goal of residency programs is to train veterinarians
to enable them to obtain board certification in a specialty

college recognized by the AVMA. The specialty colleges
must approve residency training programs at each site,
making sure that each training program has met certain
minimum requirements:

. The duration of the residency is dictated.

. There must be an adequate number of board-certified
specialists on site.

. There must be clinical supervision, mentoring, and
regular teaching rounds.

. There must be an adequate case load.

. There must be adequate hospital facilities and
specialized diagnostic and therapeutic equipment.

. Rotations in prescribed areas must be accomplished.

As a result, most residency programs meet a prescribed
standard, and a veterinarian applying to one of these
programs can expect to receive the training specified and
meet qualifications for board certification in a specialty
discipline.

INTERNSHIP TRAINING PROGRAMS: LITTLE
EXTERNAL MONITORING OF QUALITY
How do internship programs stack up? Internships are
intended to provide each individual with the foundation to
either pursue a residency program or enter private practice
with an expanded knowledge base. Unfortunately, intern-
ships are not overseen and regulated by specialty colleges or
by the AVMA; they are overseen only by the facility offering
the internship. Thus internship applicants are responsible
for evaluating each program to make sure it meets their
expectations and actually lives up to its written description.
Currently, any veterinary facility can offer an internship
without approval by any oversight body. This results in
tremendous variation in the quality of internships. In an
effort to begin addressing this point, the AAVC began in
1998 to list basic parameters for internship programs listed
in the VIRMP description.1 Each internship program
entering the match is asked to respond to the following
14 questions:

1. Do your interns have primary case responsibility?

2. Do your interns have an assigned mentor?

3. Do your interns receive formal performance
evaluations?

4. Do you conduct teaching rounds with your interns?
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5. Are interns permitted to attend Continuing
Education courses?

6. Are your interns required to present formal
seminars?

7. Do your interns participate in a journal club?

8. Do your interns have access to an in-house library?

9. Are your interns provided with a computer to use?

10. Do your interns perform surgery?

11. Does the practice have a 24-hour emergency care
service?

12. What percentage of the internship does the intern
spend on emergency duty?

13. Does the practice employ formally trained veterinary
technicians?

14. Do your interns have access to the following
equipment/technology, either on-site or
outsourced? Endoscopy, Ultrasound, Echocardi-
ography, Electrocardiography, Blood Pressure
Monitoring, CT Scan, MRI, Bone Plating
Equipment.

WHY DO INSTITUTIONS OFFER INTERNSHIPS?
Academic institutions and private practices offer intern-
ships for a variety of reasons. Altruistic reasons include
their benefit as training programs for future faculty
members and future high-quality hospital staff.
Internships also provide academic stimulation and allow
institutions to get to know future residency candidates.
The darker side of the motivation for offering internships
is to provide the institution with a less expensive method of
staffing emergency medical services, especially after normal
working hours and during weekends and holidays.

WHY DO SENIOR STUDENTS AND RECENT
GRADUATES SEEK INTERNSHIPS?
Internships offer applicants enhanced general competency,
better future job opportunities, and the hope of greater
future job satisfaction linked to that greater competency. The
way one learns to practice veterinary medicine in the first
year after graduation tends to set the standard for years to
come. Internships also provide time and additional experi-
ence to help interns determine their interest in specialization
and residency training and reinforce pathophysiological
concepts learned in school. In addition, an internship allows
the intern to determine whether his or her interest in a
particular specialty is a good career fit. For example, some
interns learn that their interest in a discipline as veterinary
students was based on their admiration for a specific faculty
member and not on long-lasting interest in that specialty.
An internship is often the best stepping-stone to a residency.
Veterinarians who have completed internships find their
chances of getting the residencies of their choice greatly
enhanced. Some students seek an internship as a method of
postponing future career choices. The bottom line is that any
veterinarian will benefit from a good internship. The down
side is that internships usually offer significantly lower
salaries compared to the veterinary positions taken by peers.

TYPES OF INTERNSHIPS
Internships tend to be species-oriented positions and ideally
will have rotations in the various medical and surgical
services and/or other areas, such as emergency, anesthesia,
and radiology, that provide experience as a foundation for
general practice or for a residency in a more focused
discipline. Most internships offer regularly scheduled
rounds and seminars to continue the recent graduate’s
education.

Internships are thus usually broken down into small animal
and large animal categories; the latter is sometimes divided
into equine and food animal. More specialized internships
exist in avian medicine, small animal emergency medicine,
exotic/wildlife/zoo, large animal surgery, and large animal
ultrasound. The applicant should weigh the value of a
rotating program versus a focused program so early in his
or her career. Some hospitals offer a small animal surgical
internship, usually outside the matching program, for
persons who wish to do a surgical residency but did not
match directly out of a rotating internship. This provides
an extra year of concentrated surgical experience prior to
reapplying for a residency.

VETERINARY INTERNSHIP AND RESIDENCY
MATCHING PROGRAM (VIRMP)
The VIRMP was founded in 1978 with the goal of helping
both applicants and institutions find the best possible fit
for interns and residents. Participation in the VIRMP is
voluntary, so some practices and a few academic institutions
may not be listed. By listing most programs, however,
the VIRMP provides a convenient location for students to
see what is available. The VIRMP provides information to
the applicant, allowing applicants to apply to multiple sites
and to rank each site confidentially. The institution offering
the internship also ranks applicants, and then the two are
matched with their mutual highest choices. Because
everyone is informed the same day, applicants avoid being
pressured to give an answer to an institutional offer before
knowing whether their highest-choice institution will be
making them an offer. The program also saves institutions
from having to vie with one another to be the first to make
an offer and secure a commitment from excellent applicants.
The VIRMP insures fairness by leveling the playing field.

EVALUATING AND RANKING INTERNSHIPS
When considering an internship, the applicant should
carefully assess the program’s strengths and weaknesses
and be sure that the program selected matches his or her
goals. One should not accept the lower salary inherent in
an internship unless there are advantages that balance
or outweigh the salary disadvantage. Steps in assessing
internship programs and ranking them should include the
following:

1. Write down your goals and reasons for considering
an internship. Are you ready and willing to make the
time commitment that an internship requires?

2. Carefully read all the relevant internship program
descriptions. Do the goals of the institution match
your personal goals?
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3. Make a table comparing the strengths and
weaknesses of the internships you have under
consideration. If pieces of information about the
program are missing, make an effort to find that
information.

4. Consider doing student externships at the schools
or private practices representing your top internship
choices. Many internships select former externs.

5. Try to visit the program site and meet as many
people as possible there. When visiting, try to gauge
their commitment to the internship program. Is the
hospital too high volume to make mentoring interns
a focus? Allowing them to get to know you may also
increase your chances of getting the internship.

6. Talk to current and former interns from the practice
or the institution privately, away from their mentors
and staff, and get their frank evaluation. If this is
not possible on site, arrange for a later confidential
telephone call. Does the hospital or clinic really
provide what they say they do? Are all the clinicians
and staff equally committed to the program, or does
only the internship program director appear
committed? Find out the time allotment for case
receiving, case work-up, rounds, discussions,
seminars, and, most importantly, unsupervised
emergency duty. Does the amount of assigned
emergency duty match what the program description
promises? Is the main reason for the facility having
interns to use them to cover hospital emergency duty
less expensively?

7. Talk to faculty and residents at your institution,
especially residents who have completed one of the
internships on your list. Faculty may have handled
referral cases from some of the practices and may
have good insights to help you.

8. Geographic considerations: The location of an
internship may greatly influence your professional
experience. For example, larger cities generally have
more active small animal emergency services and a
higher percentage of feline patients. While you will
want to rank multiple internships, ask yourself the
personal question, ‘‘Could I live there for a year?’’
Consider the implications of living in a rural versus
an urban setting. If you have a partner, what are the
job or schooling options for him or her?

9. Apply to as many internships as you believe meet
your needs. Remember that the best training pro-
grams are very competitive and have a large number
of applicants.

FACTORS IN INTERNSHIP SELECTION
Internships are very competitive. Internship selection
committees typically look at your grade point average,
academic accomplishments, letters of recommendation, and
letter of intent and consider their past experience with your
school. It is also common for selection committee members
to telephone your school and ask other faculty members
to rank you in comparison to other classmates who are
applying for internships at the same school. In general,
recommendation letters from faculty members carry more

weight than letters from residents; make sure that the
majority of your letters are from faculty.

APPLYING FOR AN INTERNSHIP
Present yourself in the best possible light. It may seem
obvious to you to meet all deadlines, be professional, and be
thorough. However, some applicants don’t seem to follow
this simple rule. All of your communications, including
your letter of intent and your resume, should be word-
processed and free of spelling and grammatical errors. Your
letter of intent should be a maximum of one page in length.
Tell the committee what you are looking for in a program,
why you are interested in their program, and, finally, what
you can offer their program. Answer the unasked question,
‘‘Why you?’’

Choose your writers of recommendation letters carefully.
Your goal is to get excellent letters, not just letters. Do
not ask them, ‘‘Would you write me a letter?’’ in a rushed
moment in the clinic. Ask if you can meet with them
privately. Ask them away from the clinic, ‘‘Do you feel that
you can write me a good letter of recommendation?’’ If you
note any hesitancy in their response, thank them after your
conversation and move on! Provide your recommender
with your resume or CV (grades, honors, aptitudes, clubs,
work experience, special interests), your letter of intent,
a list of the addresses of the programs where you are
applying, and stamped addressed envelopes.

Do not leave the completion of your application to chance.
Send a stamped self-addressed postcard to each program
and ask them to send it to you when your application is
complete. Finally, get your application material in early;
avoid the December holiday mail rush!

Some schools have an online checklist system where
applicants can check and see if their application is complete.

INTERNSHIP RANKING: THE PITFALL
OF INSUFFICIENT INFORMATION
In preparing this article, we interviewed current interns.
One said, ‘‘We have a specialist in our practice who rarely
talks to the interns because he is too busy to teach, and he is
the only person in that specialty.’’ Another felt let down:
‘‘Even though the program promised rounds, we have only
had rounds three times in five months. I feel cheated.’’
Another current intern expressed disgust over the amount
of emergency duty, saying, ‘‘The written program descrip-
tion promised 20% of our time would be spent seeing
emergencies. In reality we are spending over 50%, and
much of it is after hours and on weekends.’’ As a
prospective intern, you need to find out this information
during the application period, not after you are signed on
and working. The AAVC administers the matching program
for interns and residents, but it has no policing power
to ensure that the program follows its description. Once
you have made the choice of an internship and ‘‘signed on
the dotted line,’’ you are committing a year of your career
life to this choice. It is critical that this choice be the correct
one. For this to happen, you must be aware before that
final decision that the conditions of the internship meet
your needs.
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WHAT ARE YOUR CHANCES?
The primary source of information about available
internships is the VIRMP.1 Only programs participating in
the matching program are listed at this site, however.
Applicants interested in an equine internship should also
consult the American Association of Equine Practitioners
(AAEP) Web site for students,2 which listed 96 programs at
the time of this writing. In addition, many other internships
outside the match, as well as positions not successfully
matched, are advertised in journals.

What are the applicant’s odds of being placed in an
internship through the match program? Of the 2,760
veterinarians who graduated in North America in 2004,
728 applied for 574 internship positions, and 477 (65%) of
applicants were successfully matched. These figures are not
entirely accurate, since some applicants are from non-
AVMA-accredited schools or colleges. Some of the positions
(including some very good programs) do not match with
applicants (about 97 in 2004); a list of programs with non-
matched internships that are still available is released when
results are announced on match day, and unmatched
applicants scramble to fill these positions by phone.

An internship can be a tremendously valuable experience
that can enhance your entire career. It is worth putting
substantial thought and effort into the application process.

The authors urge faculty members and residents to share this
article with veterinary students.
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