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Should you do an undergraduate internship?
B Y  D E N N I S  H E

Taking a year away from university stud-
ies is a big decision. Some see it as a 
refreshing reprieve from academia and 
an excellent opportunity to gain expe-

rience. Others argue it is an unnecessary delay 
from school and graduation. My sentiments 
once fell into the latter category, but recent 
experiences have made me a strong proponent 
of organized, well-planned breaks from tradi-
tional university education.

After completing three years of undergradu-
ate studies in Biology at Western, I left the class-
room for 16 months to work as a microbiology 
research assistant at Environment Canada in 
Burlington, Ont. I acquired this position through 
Western’s Science Internship Program, which 
allows Science students to work full-time in paid, 
career-related placements at a senior point in 
their academic studies. After interning for 8-16 
months, students return to complete the final 
year of their undergraduate degree.

I was initially apprehensive about enrolling 
in the internship pro-
gram and extending 
my undergraduate 
degree. My coursework 
was going well; I had 
a strong social network 
at Western. Moreover, 
leaving school for a year 
meant I would graduate 
one year later than my 
friends. But after careful 

thought, I decided real-world experience within 
my chosen discipline (microbiology) was more 
important than missing out on a few graduation 
parties. Plus, the salary I would receive could 
offset some of my student loans. 

With a touch of trepidation, I signed up and 
hoped for the best.

I was surprised to discover the quantity of 
potential internship placements available. The 
list included small private start-ups, various gov-
ernmental organizations and large multinational 
companies. I was encouraged to reach out to 
any of the candidate placements that piqued 
my interest. 

The application process was straightforward 
but by no means was a job handed to me. As 
part of the program, I attended workshops 
and seminars about how to prepare a strong 

application, approach companies and deliver a 
successful interview. 

I quickly learned applying for jobs is as chal-
lenging as writing exams. I spent hours editing 
cover letters, reworking my resume and apply-
ing and reapplying for openings. Eventually, I 
received some interview invitations, meaning I 
had to quickly borrow a pair of dress shoes, iron 
my suit and rehearse interview questions. 

The hard work and training paid off because 
job offers started rolling in.

Soon, I was swapping my sweatpants for 
slacks, backpack for a briefcase and textbooks 
for laboratory notebooks as I made my way to 
Burlington for a placement at the Canada Centre 
for Inland Waters, which houses more than 600 
staff from Environment Canada. 

My work centered on microbial source track-
ing in the Great Lakes watersheds – identifying 
fecal pollution and implementing remediation 
steps. For example, alongside other scientists, 
I looked at the amount of E. coli as well as the 
different types of DNA within water samples 
for clues about sources of fecal contamination. 

Similarly, we also examined how temperature 
influences the growth of E. coli in snow and ice. 
The ultimate goal of this work is to positively 
influence watershed policy around the Great 
Lakes. 

From the first day on the job, I was amazed 
to be contributing to such an important project.

During sampling season, I spent time in the 
field and in the lab. I also got to visit a diversity of 
places and learn a wide range of new skills. Some 
days I drove to the Humber River in Toronto or 
waded into Lake Ontario. Other days, I was ana-
lyzing DNA or observing E. coli on Petri plates.

My lab courses at Western gave me a good 
base to build upon, but I soon learned there 
is a big difference between a predetermined 
coursework experiment and an unpredictable 
research protocol.

Although I encountered many challenges, 
there was always someone close by to lend a 
helping hand, including senior scientists, post-
docs and even other interns. The weekly lab 
meeting allowed me to build strong professional 
relationships and also exposed me to the other 

research projects going on in the lab. The most 
stressful part of the job was when I started to 
work independently – I still recall that sinking 
feeling when I looked over my shoulder and saw 
there was nobody there. 

I persevered and, over time, I grew into a self-
sufficient scientist, which likely would not have 
happened had I not pursued the internship.

At the beginning of this journey, I would not 
have thought it possible to learn as much as I 
did in a single year. For anyone considering a 
career in science, I would definitely recommend 
taking time away from the classroom to gain 
some hands-on experience. I will miss all of the 
great people I met at Environment Canada, but 
I’m looking forward to finishing my degree at 
Western and applying my newly gained skills to 
the next phase of my career. 

Dennis He is a fourth-year undergraduate 
Science student at Western. This essay is the 
product of a science-writing internship in David 
Smith’s Lab at Western. 
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At 50, Sociology finds strength in numbers
B Y  R O B E R T  R O M B O U T S

The Department of Sociol-
ogy at Western developed 
around demography and 
quantitative analysis, a 

strength it carries to this day. During 
the 2016-17 academic year, Sociology 
is celebrating its 50th anniversary. 

While part of the university since 
the 1940s, the earliest sociologists 
were based in Economics, in what 
was then the Department of Eco-
nomics and Political Science. Through 
the 1960s, Grant Reuber, Department 
Chair, began to hire sociologists with 
a focus in demography.

Demography provided a strong 
quantitative base, which Reuber, an 
economist by trade, supported, as 
opposed to what he viewed as “the 
softer side of sociology.” Demogra-
phy also set Western out among other 
sociology departments; only the Uni-
versity of Montreal had a similar focus. 
The department officially opened in 
1966, with five faculty members, offer-
ing an undergraduate major and a 
master’s degree.

“Grant’s vision was to establish a 
department that was demographically 
focused, which shares techniques and 
approach with economics, as they 
are both quantitative focused areas 
of study,” said Tracey Adams, current 
Chair of the Department of Sociology.

Many of the early faculty members 
came from the United States. “The 
1960s were years of rapid growth for 
all Canadian universities, and there 
were very few qualified Canadian 
PhDs at the time,” said T.R. Balakrish-
nan, one of the first five facultly mem-
bers in the department. 

“Early on, it was clear this depart-
ment was going to be a leader in 
Canadian sociology,” professor emer-
ita Gail Perry wrote. “It also served as 
a ‘training ground’ for students to be 
active in social movements and social 

protest.”
Through the 1970s, Western 

students took a very active role in 
expressing their opinion on the state 
of the university. This was most visible 
in 1974. 

Students were upset a professor 
on a one-year contract did not have 
her contract renewed. The Sociol-
ogy Course Union felt, when making 
the decision, the hiring committee 
placed too much emphasis 
on research and not enough 
on teaching. The union 
expressed their discon-
tent through protests and 
occupying the department 
for three days. A mass rally 
brought out more than 250 
students, and a Committee 
of Inquiry was formed to 
look into the hiring decision-
making process. 

In the end, the committee 
sided with the department’s 
decision.

“Students were looking 
for something to demon-
strate about. The students 
viewed this as a case of 
worker oppression and 
grabbed on to it,” said 
Sam Clark, a professor who 
joined the department in 
1972. “It was a tumultuous 
period on campus, and the 
department was seen as 
rather conservative, espe-
cially as compared to others 
across Canada.”

The protest was reflective of the 
involvement and passion students 
had, as well as the debate between 
what was important to the university – 
teaching or research. 

The 1970s saw growth in both these 
areas, with the establishment of two 
research centres – the Population 
Studies Centre and the Health Care 
Research Centre, as well as increased 
enrolment in the masters programs 

and the establishment of a PhD pro-
gram in Social Demography in 1978. 
With that expansion, Western was the 
only university in Ontario to offer a 
PhD in Demography.

“With the group of seven demog-
raphers, the department was well 
positioned to attract students,” said 
Rod Beaujot, who joined the depart-
ment in 1976 with a focus on popula-
tion dynamics and demography.

Through the 1980s, the department 
expanded its teaching and research 
focus. Faculty collaborated with other 
Canadian departments with strengths 
in population studies, especially at 
the University of Montreal, University 
of Alberta and with various federal 
ministries.

Faculty members also secured 
large research grants, and “the 1980s 
were a time when the department 
firmly established itself as a leading 

institution in the field of sociology 
not only in Canada but worldwide,” 
Perry said.

In 1990, the graduate program 
expanded to be a wider PhD in Sociol-
ogy. The number of people applying 
to the program with a demography 
focus remained dominant initially, but 
more students turned to other areas 
of sociology.

Through the 1990s, the first group 
of faculty members began 
to retire, and the focus on 
demography began to shift.

Across the study of soci-
ology “there was a change 
in the nature of demogra-
phy from formal to social,” 
Clark said. “At Western, we 
also saw the emergence of 
other areas of focus, includ-
ing health and aging, and 
inequality.”

Beaujot  cont inued, 
“There was a push to have a 
diverse faculty and to cover 
various areas of strength. 
This disciplinary change 
included a move to the 
more qualitative and theo-
retical orientations. In that, 
Sociology at Western fol-
lowed a trend in Canada 
and throughout the world.”

In 2005, a Criminology 
major was introduced, fol-
lowed by an honors special-
ization in 2007, expanding 
the undergraduate offer-

ings and increasing the number of 
students.Through the last 15 years, 
enrollment in graduate programs has 
increased significantly, reaching a high 
of 78 in 2011-12.

Alumni from the department have 
gone on to play important roles, 
including Deb Matthews, Minister 
of Advanced Education and Skills 
Development and Deputy Premier of 
Ontario, who completed her PhD in 
Sociology while she was MPP for Lon-

don North Centre. Others have taken 
roles in other universities or gone to 
work with Statistics Canada and with 
other government agencies around 
the world.

Through the changes, the depart-
ment has been “a very collegial 
department, very social, more than 
other departments or universities 
which is good for faculty morale and 
for students,” Balakrishnan said. “I 
always liked working with the stu-
dents, enjoyed graduate teaching, 
and always found it interesting to see 
how they do after. For a professor, the 
most gratifying thing is to see where 
your students go.”

The department still draws on its 
roots in quantitative studies. The 
focus for current research is popula-
tion dynamics and social inequality, 
with two new hires in this field and two 
additional hires coming soon.

“I’m happy the department has 
established an area of concentration 
for Population Dynamics and Social 
Inequality,” Beaujot said. “The defini-
tion of an area of strength includes a 
larger proportion of the total depart-
ment, it gives Western a specialization 
that stands out in relation to other 
Canadian universities and that is com-
petitive compared to universities in 
the United States and Europe.”

“Our goal is to produce research to 
inform people, but that also has pol-
icy relevance,” Adams said. “We are 
already a national leader with an inter-
national profile; we want to enhance 
this profile in population dynamics, 
build this reputation and profile. “We 
strive to maintain a balance between 
research excellence and developing 
students, and we want to continue 
to offer strong undergraduate and 
graduate offerings.”

As part of the 50th anniversary cel-
ebrations, the department will estab-
lish a speaker series, supported by a 
donation from Balakrishnan. 

Academics

“Early on, it was clear that this 
department was going to be a 
leader in Canadian sociology. 
It also served as a ‘training 
ground’ for students to be 
active in social movements and 
social protest.”

- Gail Perry
Professor Emerita

of visible minority women in leadership posi-
tions. Results paralleled those found for visible 
minorities in general, with London and Ottawa 
again showing severe under-representation, and 
Hamilton demonstrating more favourable results. 

In London, only 3.1 per cent of senior leaders in 
the non-profit and municipal public sectors were 
visible minority women, compared to 6.5 per cent 
of the London population; in Ottawa, only 4.2 per 
cent of senior leaders were visible minority women 
compared to 10 per cent of the Ottawa population. 
In contrast, Hamilton’s representation of visible 
minority women leaders was a direct match to their 
overall representation at 7.3 per cent.

At the provincial level, visible minorities and 
visible minority women were underrepresented in 
senior leadership positions in Ontario’s agencies, 
boards and commissions, the study found.

“If you look across municipal sectors, senior 
leadership in city hall does particularly poorly in 
both visible minority representation and visible 
minority women,” said Esses, a Western Psychol-
ogy professor. “I was a bit surprised by that across 
all the cities, although Hamilton does well overall 
in terms of representation, they do less well in 
the municipal public sector and so that’s pretty 
concerning.

“Having evidence is really important because 
of making the claim that we need increased 
representation in senior leadership. The study 

provides data that is useful for that. It’s not just 
anecdotal or speculation. It’s hard data.”

Dharshi Lacey, diversity and governance man-
ager for Pillar Nonprofit Network, is excited to 
have data to leverage their outreach programs.

“It’s not just me saying it. This is reality,” Lacey 
said. “We had an idea the results would show 
we weren’t up to par but it’s nice to have an 
accredited body like Western to validate what we 
anecdotally knew.”

Pillar is the lead on the DiverseCity onBoard 
program that encompasses Hamilton, London, 
Ottawa and Toronto under a provincial umbrella. 
The program is designed to help non-profits 
find qualified candidates from underrepresented 
visible minorities and immigrant groups for their 
boards.

“Now the scope in terms of what the results 
are showing is much broader in some respects 
than the program itself,” Lacey said. “It validates 
where our city is at in terms of the voice of diver-
sity in leadership and where we are not up to par 
and in some cases not at all up to par, but we 
have a ways to go.”

Esses added, “These results demonstrate that 
there is still much work to do to ensure the voices 
of visible minorities, and particularly visible minor-
ity women, are heard through their representa-
tion in the most senior leadership positions in the 
non-profit and public sectors.”  
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A recent study showing visible minorities are underrepresented in senior leadership 
positions in the non-profit and municipal public sector means much work is still needed 
to ensure these voices, particularly those of visible minority women, are heard, said 
Western Psychology professor Victoria Esses.


