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IE3 Internship Questions: Set 1

Question 1: What are your initial impressions of the organization and an overview and thoughts about the kind of work you've started doing; how does the work match your expectations, how does it match your goals?

My initial impression of WAO is that it is well established, influential in local politics, and a positive NGO for women in Malaysia. I am finding WAO in the news here and there as I compile research for the CEDAW Shadow Report and most local people I meet seem to have a general familiarity with the organization. My impression of the work environment is that it is fairly relaxed, in that everyone likes to chitchat while they work, but it is much better organized than I was expecting. I have been kept busy with substantial and relevant tasks (not just 'intern chores,' which I was worried about) and I feel like I'm already contributing to the well-functioning of the advocacy team.

Actually, my expectations have been exceeded. I have been brought along to meetings at the Ministry, as well as the Socialist Party headquarters; I've helped out at the WAO booth at a street fair as well as an NGO fair; and I've been delegated substantial tasks like editing DV case files, summarizing reports, & compiling research without unnecessary oversight or micromanaging. My two primary goals were to get experience working on the administrative side of a women's NGO, as well as find and generate data for my thesis. All of my tasks have matched my goals wonderfully so far: I'm getting a holistic sense of what WAO 'does,' as well as being presented with relevant information and people I can interview for my thesis.

Question 2: What stood out to you the most regarding your arrival?

My arrival was honestly a little hectic. I made the poor decision to book a flight that was scheduled to arrive in KL at 1am, not realizing that trains from the airport stopped running after midnight, or that no one would be able to meet me at the airport to facilitate my arrival. Furthermore, my flight was delayed in Shanghai so I arrived at KL even later than expected - about 3am. Then Annie didn't pick up her phone, which worried me. Then I got a cab & made myself very paranoid remembering how my mother had told me not to get in a cab unless the cabbie was wearing a white button up shirt, and of course the only available drivers were all wearing black shirts, so I was terrified half the cab ride that I was going to get taken to somewhere other than my destination (since I didn't know the route of course) or mugged or something, and no one would have any idea because I didn't have telephone or internet access.

Then when I arrived safely at Pantai Hillpark (thank goodness), the guard was a bit clueless and unable to contact Mr. Soo (who was sleeping, understandably). With no back-up plan, having canceled my earlier hotel reservation due to warnings about the sketchy location, I hung out with the geckos & mosquitos in the guard's security hut for about 2 or 3 hours until Mr. Soo finally called back. At the time, I was very frustrated that I had no phone, internet connection, or ability to contact anyone I knew in Malaysia. However, I realized that most of this was due to my poor planning, and in the end it turned out okay.

After that, what stood out to me most was how people are really into shopping and everything is like a mall. Even the train stations have multiple clothing vendors and food stalls!

Question 3: What was your greatest anxiety prior to departing and how do you feel about that now that you have arrived?

Prior to departing, my greatest anxieties were about personal safety in KL, being judged harshly due to being a foreigner from a Western country, getting Malaria or Japanese Encephalitis, having no friends, and being bored.

I was warned about snatch thefts & poor attitudes towards women, so the first few days I was very afraid of being mugged or worse when walking down the street, both during the daytime and at night. Fortunately, despite the occasional anecdote about snatch thefts during the daytime, I have not had any problems of this nature and my guard has eased up a bit. I still carry a shoulder bag that slings across the opposite shoulder, and tend to keep it in front of me when I'm walking (especially in crowds), but I am less paranoid than I was upon arrival. My Malaysian friends have also told me that, being a white female foreigner, I am significantly less likely to be violently mugged than a local, because muggers don't want to end up in the papers.

I was also worried about people regarding me negatively for being a Caucasian foreigner, since Malaysia was under colonial rule for such a long time and I've heard post-colonial countries are understandably very sensitive & bitter about their previous relationships with their colonizers. I did not want to be mistaken for an imperialistic Brit. However, the kind of bitterness that I've heard about has not translated into any negative attitudes or behaviors towards me that I have noticed so far. People often ask me where I'm from & what I'm doing in Malaysia when I meet them for the first time, but I don't sense any animosity; it seems to be more curiosity.

Since I didn't get a Japanese Encephalitis vaccination before departing and the Malaria medications sound like a really big pain, I was worried that KL would be wrought with cases of JE & Malaria and I would either get sick or spend my whole time holed up in my room to avoid the mosquitoes, rather than getting out & experiencing SE Asia. Fortunately neither of these diseases seem to actually be very prevalent, especially not in the city.

I was worried that I wouldn't find friends because I didn't know how to go out and meet people in KL. Lucky for me, I didn't even have to try very hard and I already have a close friend network, consisting of my coworkers and their friend groups. Everyone has been very inviting, wanting to form friendships with me and show me what life in KL is like. I've found friendships with people who have common interests (hiking, playing pool, traveling) and have been easily subsumed into people's travel plans abroad. Making friends has put me much more at ease & it is significantly easier to navigate KL and find things to do.

Not knowing much about what my day-to-day life would be like at the internship, I was a little worried I would be bored or dislike the work environment in some way. While I'm realizing it is actually pretty difficult to sit at a computer all day (it makes me sleepy & feel heavy & lazy), I'm at least being given interesting tasks and I feel like I'm being taken seriously by my coworkers, which makes me more motivated to get involved in the research.

IE3 Internship Questions: Set 2

Question 1:  How are things going at work now that you have settled in for a bit?  How does this align with your professional goals that you set for yourself?  What would you like to achieve in the next half of your internship?

Things at work continue to be going quite well. I’m being given more tasks to work on, which is great because I feel very productive, but it does mean that sometimes I’m rushing to complete things. I don’t mind this though, as I feel the best when I’m creating tangible products. This week I got to flex my creative/artistic muscles by drawing some illustrations for a flyer for WAO/American Express, and re-designing the logo for the WAO T-shirt. Art doesn’t have much bearing on my professional goals, but it’s something I’ve always liked doing so it’s nice to have a productive avenue for my years of practice. I also spent a large chunk of time this week re-formatting Excel spreadsheets, packaging newsletters, helping with visa preparations for the AWPLD conference, & touring affiliated NGOs with the other interns. I’m now in the process of requesting interviews with staff members from some of those organizations to contribute to my thesis.

The only thing that has been going a bit slowly is my WAO staff interviews. My aim for the past two weeks was to complete four interviews and write up summaries to send to my adviser, but so far I have only completed one interview and I have not written up any summaries. The lack of interviewing is mostly due to scheduling changes amongst the staff members, but I am not too worried as I am set to do two interviews tomorrow to make up for lost time.

I think that I’m doing well in terms of my professional goals of learning about working in a women’s organization & making positive contributions to WAO, but I’m having more trouble completing things for my thesis. I’m so wrapped up in the work environment & my new friendships that sometimes I have trouble finding the time or the focus to do research after work. 

In line with this, I would say my goal for the next half of my internship is to regain my focus and be very persistent about finding time to do interviews and do summary write-ups. I’m aiming for at least 20 interviews total, which averages out to 2 per week. I have already asked to spend one day a week (Wednesdays) in the Refuge, where I can get to know some of the staff there better & set up more interviews, but perhaps I need to take initiative and tell Annie that I also need to set aside more time each week for other aspects of my research, like write-ups or note-taking. More likely though, I probably just need to devote more time on the weekends. 

Question 2:  How are things going relative to your personal goals?  In which areas have you made progress and where do you still have some room to expand?  What do you want to make sure you address before you leave?

I sort of forget what my personal goals are… But I think one was to make a good friend. I have definitely done that, and gone beyond. At the moment I have 2 close friends at WAO who I spend time with outside of work, as well as one close friend from outside WAO that I’ve been doing a lot of activities with.

One of my goals was to do some kind of exercise activity. I was at first thinking of doing yoga or martial arts, but these never panned out. Instead I’ve been going hiking in the jungle after work about 2-3 times a week at the nearby Bukit Gasing, which has been wonderful, & this weekend my friend & I are expanding our repertoire to include some trails at Fraser’s Hill, which is about a 2 hour drive away. 

One of my Seattle summer goals was to practice & improve my billiards playing, and despite the fact that that never quite manifested itself in Seattle, I am definitely playing a lot of pool here in KL, so I’m quite happy about that.

In terms of expansion, I would have to say that I really wish I was traveling more. The past few weekends I have stayed in KL, and though I don’t regret that, I would have initially preferred to devote my weekends to national & international travel: to some of the islands & diving spots, or maybe all the way to Cambodia or Laos. I also want to do more traveling in Thailand. However, my travel buddy from Borneo is not responding to many of my emails, so I’ve given up on that avenue and I’m planning tours instead to Fraser’s Hill, Cameron Highlands, Malacca, & Penang. Also, I’ve booked a flight to Saigon once my internship finishes, & then I’m going to Tokyo, so my international travel opportunities are not completely lacking. 

Question 3: How are things going relative to your cross-cultural goals?  What kinds of experiences have stood out to you so far?  What do you want to ensure to experience before you leave?

I also forget exactly what my cross-cultural goals are, but I’ve had a ton of great experiences. I’ve been trying a different type of food everyday, which is wonderful, and I’m getting a lot of exposure to “real” KL life via my friends. 

I think what has actually stood out to me the most so far is how easily I’ve felt integrated into KL life. I was expecting a lot of cultural barriers – especially due to religion – but it has actually been incredibly easy for me to form friendships. As I tend on the introverted side, I doubt this was due to my wonderful social skills. Instead I think it’s a reflection of how willing KL folks are to invite new people into their lives and get to know them better. There are of course many ethnic & religious tensions in Malaysia, but the people I’ve met seem to have a very good grasp of living with diversity & being accepting of or at least open to different lifestyles & personalities. KL already feels like a second (or third) “home” to me.

Another upcoming (and unexpected) opportunity in terms of experiencing the cultural aspect of KL is my invitation to a few Indian weddings. I am set to go to one Ceylonese wedding reception and one Hindu ceremony and reception. Fun! I’ve also been invited to a Hari Raya open house this weekend and at least three Deepavali open houses in November. These invitations have been a great excuse to go out & buy a nice beige & gold Punjabi costume, which I otherwise would have felt a bit guilty about purchasing since I don’t normally have an occasion to wear something so decadent.

Anyway, before I leave, I really want to ensure that I experience the “island” side of Malaysia. It’s cliché, but I do want to spend a couple days with no plans except lounging around at the beach, sipping on beers & chatting with people. Hopefully things will work out with a potential travel plan to Tioman Island with my coworker and her friends, or maybe I can spend at least a day & night on Langkawi during my Penang trip. And I really want to go snorkeling!

IE3 Internship Questions: Set 3

Question 1: Describe a day in your life – what is your work schedule like, what do you do after work, how do you balance your time between work and exploring life outside of work?

7:30 am – wake up & get ready

7:55 am – get picked up by my friend

8:10-8:45 am – breakfast at a local hawker stall

9:00 am – start work: turn on the computer, check email

9:15-9:45 am – morning office chitchat

9:45-10:15 am – Ivy comes in to brief Advocacy on the goings on of yesterday’s or last week’s meeting & checks to see where people are at regarding their weekly tasks; makes suggestions for other things that should be completed that day or in the next few days

10:15-1:00 pm – computer work (research, write-ups, reading, power-points, etc)

1:00-2:00 pm – go out to lunch with co-workers from 3rd Center and/or the Refuge

2:00-2:30 pm – afternoon post-lunch chitchat

2:30-5:15 pm – more computer work, or an in-office meeting (includes tea & snacks)

5:20pm – get picked up by my friend

5:45-9:00pm – go hiking in Bukit Gasing and then go for tea/light dinner; or go for a few games of pool and then a casual dinner nearby

9:30pm – arrive home & take shower

10:00pm-1:00am – do laundry/ clean room/ browse internet (if functioning)/ write in journal/ write-up thesis interviews/ prepare email responses for friends & family/ watch movie or TV if feeling lazy

1:30-7:30am – sleep!

I try to keep the work-week fairly simple because I already have a lot going on, plus about once a week or so I take one day to go home & just rest instead of hiking/playing pool/seeing friends. Weekends I don’t generally do anything work or thesis-related, and will instead go to social events, museums, art shows, markets, etc.

Question 2: Housing:  What is your living situation like?  Knowing what you know now, are there other options you would have chosen instead?  If you can provide some resources for future interns, that would be most helpful.

My living situation is nice overall, but had I other options at the beginning I might have gone for those instead. The apartment is nice looking, the area is safe & pretty, & the room is fully furnished, but by my standards (and the standards of most of the people I’ve talked to) 800RM is a tad pricey for a single room in a shared condo. Mr. Soo is friendly & brings back food for me sometimes, so maybe that’s what the extra charge is covering. 

On the other hand, it was very helpful the first few days or so to have someone to take me to the grocery store so I could get food & toiletries, and Mr. Soo has been nice about giving me advice on Malaysian customs & such when I need it. I would recommend his place in the future to people who are accustomed to living with men & people who don’t mind paying a tad more for comfort & stability at the get-go.

Personally, I think the ideal experience would have been to do a home stay for the first month to get a “thick” understanding of what Malaysian day-to-day life is like, and get used to being in Malaysia. Then I might have looked for a place or a room-share on my own. Last month I was offered a room-share with a new co-worker for 300RM/month, but had to turn it down as I’d already paid last month’s rent to Mr. Soo. Also, there’s a German student interning with WAO who started out at a home stay and then found a room-share for 600RM, & it is closer to the LRT station than my place & also quite nice-looking. It only took him a week to find a place and he used www.mudah.com.my.

However, he is staying for a year, versus the 3.5 months that I’m staying here. Perhaps for the short-term intern it would make more sense to have an established contact like a home stay or a Mr. Soo.

Question 3: Finances:  How is your budget working out for you?  Are you spending more or less that what you expected?  How much do you typically spend on food, recreation, travel, etc?  What would you do differently knowing what you know now?

My budget is working out pretty well. I started out by creating a finances book in which I recorded my daily expenses. However, as my activities picked up I found less and less time (and interest) in keeping the book updated, so I’ve since abandoned this strategy. In general, though, I am spending about as much as I expected. It took a bit of time to figure out what a decent meal or toiletry or clothing item price was (and where I could find those things) but now I have that down so I never spend more than necessary. 

A good hawker food-stall meal costs about 3-5RM and drinks are about 1-2RM. So on average I spend about 6RM ($2) per meal. On the other hand, picky Western eaters will find their meals a bit more expensive; if you are more particular about the sanitary conditions of the areas in which you dine or dislike typical (spicy) Asian food, your meals might be more like 10-20RM ($3-$7) on average. 

In terms of recreation: expect to pay quite a bit more for tourist jaunts like going up the KL Tower or checking out the Butterfly Park or something like that. I think both cost about 35 or 40RM apiece. The Kuala Lumpur guidebooks I got were all out-of-date in this regard. In terms of shopping: in the (non-tourist) markets, prices are quite cheap – probably similar to Thailand. Department stores & malls & all that are pricier though – similar to the US. In general, I would advise a new arriver to just pretend that the ringgit is equivalent to the USD. Don’t bother converting because then you’re over-paying. The only thing that is substantially more expensive (aka similar to US prices) is alcohol: it’s about 15-25RM for a single beer (depending on the location) and buying a bottle of liquor at a bar or club (to split between a group of friends) ranges from about 200-350RM. On the other hand – I think you can get a bottle of Tiger beer at a corner store for only about 5RM, if you don’t mind drinking at home.

In terms of travel: International airfare is pretty cheap, especially if you keep on top of the latest deals on www.airasia.com, but once you get to where you’re going it depends completely upon whether one is the “backpacker” or the “resort” type. When I went to Penang and looked for a hotel the median price range was around 400RM+/night on Batu Ferringhi (the beach), which was much more than the guidebooks suggested. Also, this was after going with a local, for whom the hotel personnel will adjust the price. Actually, I highly suggest traveling with a local, otherwise you’ll end up paying about twice (or more) the amount you would have otherwise. 

For example, at the Hard Rock hotel, the price on the brochure (for the “mat saleh”/Caucasian traveler) was about 1000RM/night, but once my Malaysian friend went up to the counter it became 250RM/night on weekdays and 500RM/night on weekends. Another suggestion – book in advance and ideally on weekdays.

Question 4: Travel and Transportation:  How do you typically get around town and to work?  Are you satisfied with that choice?  Would you recommend other options?  Do you have time to explore the surrounding area on time off?  How do you manage that?  What do you recommend for travel options?  Where do you recommend exploring?

These days I typically get around town & to & from work via car, as I have a friend who likes to drive, but when this isn’t an option I use the LRT (light rail). The LRT is awesome and very efficient and anyone who lives near an LRT station can get anywhere they need to go quite easily. However, the LRT station is about 2km from Mr. Soo’s place, so I need to either walk to the LRT or walk to the (nearby) commuter bus station. The bus is 1RM and the LRT is 1RM (to Asia Jaya station). The walk from Asia Jaya station to WAO takes about 10 minutes. If I’m running late or feeling really lazy, sometimes I’ll take a taxi, which costs about 7RM to WAO. Taxi services are very cheap, but LRT is even cheaper & easy to figure out if you know where you’re going. To get to work at 9am by LRT, I leave the apartment at about 8:15am.

In my time off I have had a little bit of time to do some exploring. Having the first week off with no work was actually a great opportunity to get familiar with the LRT & the surrounding area, and gave me a chance to explore other parts of the city. 

Locally, I recommend going to Batu Caves (accessible by bus, about 30 mins); Fraser’s Hill (about 2 hours by car); Penang (about 5+ hours by car); Malacca (about 3+ hours by car); Langkawi island (a flight or a drive to Penang plus a boatride – requires longer than a weekend); & Sabah/Sarawak (a flight). I haven’t been and will not make it to Langkawi, Sabah & Sarawak but I have heard wonderful things about them and hope to include them in my next SE Asia trip. 

I manage my longer national/international traveling by going on weekends & sometimes asking for one day (Monday or Friday) off to extend the travel time frame. Internationally, the locations that get recommended to me most often are various cities in Thailand, Angkor Wat, Bali & Hanoi. For future travelers, I would highly suggest leaving some time (2 weeks?) at the beginning and/or tail end of the trip to do some national & international travel.

IE3 Internship Questions – Set 4
Question 1: Professional – How well did your coursework prepare you for your internship?  What knowledge of your field has been most important so far?
I feel like my coursework did a great job of preparing me for my internship, but that is at least partly to do with the fact that I spent the previous quarter doing intensive thesis preparations, which forced me to look up everything imaginable thing about WAO advocacy issues/publications/history. 

My gender studies classes were also useful in preparing me for the theoretical/ philosophical aspect of my work. WAO is very much a feminist organization, so in order to understand a lot of the advocacy we do, it’s important to know what feminism entails and what the term “violence against women” encompasses. WAO is also very much human rights-based, and as my minor is in human rights, I felt more prepared than I might have otherwise when discussing the rights framework with my peers and colleagues. 

From my specific field – Anthropology – I think the most important contribution to my stay here has been my ability (based on my studies) to reserve judgment on cultures that are different from my own, noticing the differences and understanding how they fit in with one another and make sense in the Malaysian context. This means that the history, geography, and the movement of peoples are all factors that inform how Malaysians interact with each other and with outsiders. In order to understand how and why Malaysians are the way they are, it is important to understand the context and background. The anthropological philosophy, I think, is very open-minded in regards to these concepts, so that has really informed my own (attempted) open-mindedness upon arriving in Malaysia.

Question 2: Personal – What are the most important things you have learned about yourself thus far through this experience?
I’m learning a lot about how “American” I am. I’m very independent; too much so by many Malaysian’s standards. Most Malaysians live with their parents until they’re 30, and my 30 year old friends still eat home-cooked meals every day, courtesy of their mothers. Their parents also still pay for many of their daily expenses. As for me? I’ve lived on my own since I was 18 and haven’t received any money from my parents since. 

A Malaysian friend of mine got very frustrated when I used to insist on paying for everything and finding my own way to and from work, and then was shocked to find that I didn’t live with my parents back home, and they weren’t paying for my education or living expenses. That seems fairly normal to me, but it also makes me think. I can’t decide if I’m proud of my ability to be self-sufficient and non-reliant, or bitter that I feel like I’m the only person I can trust to take care of me, and frustrated that my parents have dealt me unnecessary stress in forcing me to find my way so early. I’ve also done some introspection and realized that when my family has been in times of trouble, I have always expected them to figure out their problems on their own. I’ll be an open ear or an open shoulder to cry on when I have the time, but that’s about it. And when I have problems, I don’t ask for anyone’s help. So I expect my family to be as self-sufficient as I am. This is actually kind of sad. If we can’t even depend on our family for support, who can we depend on? Who can we get close to? Seattle seems so cold, both physically and emotionally, in comparison to Kuala Lumpur. No wonder so many Americans have relationship and trust issues; everyone is pretty selfish… Myself included.

I’m also realizing how sheltered Americans are from global issues. I can have full-fledged arguments and conversations with just about any Malaysian about any aspect of American politics, but if I were to ask an American to talk with me about Malaysia, they probably wouldn’t even be able to locate it on a map, much less know anything about what it’s famous for or what the political scene is like. 

Then, in a place where your identity is often defined by your religious affiliation and the call to prayer is broadcast across the city five times daily, I’m getting more in touch with my own spirituality. I grew up believing in science and atheism, but as I see people and cultures all across the world believe in some kind of God or gods, I figure there’s got to be something to it. And even just a makeshift prayer once a day has made me feel a lot more at peace with myself and people around me, so I think that’s been a very positive contribution to my stay here.

I’m also realizing that I’m adaptable and versatile. I’m realizing that change is good for me. It keeps me on my toes and makes me feel healthy.

IE3 Internship Questions – Set 5 (Final)

Question 1: Professional - Upon reflecting on your internship experience, are you more or less committed to a career in this field?  What experiences have contributed to this?


I would say I’m more or less committed to a career in the advocacy field, likely with an academic twist. It’s really hard to tell what the future holds, because the global economy is at such a strange place right now, and a lot of people who think they will spend their lives in one field end up changing their career paths, due to market pressures and such, but my experience with WAO showed me how amazing and inspiring NGO life can be, and it will definitely stick with me as I figure out what to do with the rest of my life.


One thing that I really appreciated about WAO and NGO work – and this is something that was repeated to me many times during my staff interviews – was that when you work at a place that has a positive vision for women and for the world, you can actually start living in that world. The staff at WAO wanted whole-heartedly to create a better future for women in Malaysia, and they are making it a reality. It might sound cheesy, but it’s really great to know that when you’re working, you’re not just slugging through the day to make ends meet; you’re making a difference in someone’s life. Including your own. Working in a feminist NGO can be particularly positive for building positive (female) self-esteem.


I don’t know that a particular experience contributed to this feeling though; I think it was just the experience as a whole.

Question 2: Cross Cultural - Looking back at your pre-departure journal or notes, how did your impressions of the host culture change?  What new sources of information shaped your perspectives?


My impressions definitely changed. For some reason I expected Malaysians to be hostile to me (as an outsider) and I didn’t think I would be able to find friends with common interests. However, perhaps this fear was positive, because it meant that I jumped at any opportunity to form friendships, terrified that I would end up lonely and miserable if I didn’t.


I also thought Malaysia would be a lot more “Muslim.” While it definitely is a Muslim country, and there are certain things that a foreigner needs to respect about that, Malaysia (or Kuala Lumpur, at least) is much more diverse and open-minded than I expected at the outset. 


This change in my impression had a lot to do with just getting out there and getting to know people. Asking “stupid” questions. Making friends. Talking to anyone who would talk to me. People are the best source of information.

Question 3: Personal - What has been the greatest challenge personally on this internship (reflect upon pre-departure all the way through your re-entry back home)?  What has been the greatest reward?


The greatest reward is that my mind has been opened, and I’ve learned how to see my life and relationships with people from a different perspective. I’m bringing better communication skills back to Seattle with me, and a stronger desire for community orientation and reciprocal care. I’ve learned how to see “work” differently – as something long-term and self-sustaining; informal but with clear-cut, focused goals (other than just making money). 


The greatest challenge was leaving, and not being able to bring my friends or certain parts of Malaysian culture back with me. It was really hard being there for such a short amount of time, and being uprooted just when I was starting to feel “settled” – not knowing when or if I’ll be able to return. It almost feels like a dream sometimes. Being back in Seattle, the “real world” feels colder, more stressful and sadly stand-offish.

