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Karin Long

Empowering Women in Malaysia: My Internship with the Women’s Aid Organization
Upon arrival in Malaysia, I immediately scrambled to adjust to my new surroundings. Even though I had just arrived from a three week stay in a neighboring country, Thailand, I still felt a bit disoriented as I waited in a long line during immigration. After immigration, I found my way to the Air Asia shuttle bus and headed towards Kuala Lumpur, which is where I would stay for the duration of my three month internship with the Women’s Aid Organization (WAO). This was my first taste of independence in a foreign country and I could tell that the next three months would be a huge learning experience for me. 
My first day working as an intern at the Women’s Aid Organization (WAO) in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, was not too eventful. Annie, my internship supervisor was not in the office during the week of my arrival, and so I had to wait patiently until Ivy, the executive director, could meet with me. Eventually, I got the chance to meet with Ivy, and she had some ideas as to what she wanted me to do. Even though she gave me the impression that I would get busy immediately, it turned out that the first month of my internship would not be nearly as exciting as I expected it to be. However, February and March was busier because there were more events planned during those months and Annie would need some help with her fundraising projects. 

One of the fund-raising projects I became involved in was called the Pixel Project. It was an innovative way of fundraising and advocacy in which they created a website and had people, even celebrities, from around the world record videos and speak out against violence towards women. For the Pixel Project, I helped record videos of the WAO staff speaking out against violence towards women and post them on Youtube. I also participated at the International Women’s Day event and helped out at the WAO booth. On top of the fund-raising events, I was in charge of writing and editing the quarterly newsletter, teaching English classes to the residents at the Refuge once a week, doing basic administration work (i.e. answering the telephone, filing papers, etc,) and helping Annie when her assistant left WAO.
My day-to-day routine did not change much. I went to work at 9 or 10 AM and went home around 5 PM. I mostly worked at the administration center, except on Monday’s, when I would go to the Refuge to teach English class. At the administration center, I helped with filing papers, newspaper cutting, organizing brochures, preparing for fundraisers, updating the database. I also spent a lot of my time writing the articles and editing the newspaper, which was a lot of work. I had a one hour lunch break anywhere between 12 PM and 2 PM. The rules at WAO were fairly relaxed, so I was able to have some breaks, which made work much less stressful. 
During my internship, I managed to pick up some of the local language, Bahasa Melayu. Before I started working at WAO, I could only say hello and welcome in Malay, but after awhile I was able to have a very basic conversation and was able to order food and drinks adequately. When I was teaching English to the residents at the Refuge, there were two women who could only speak Chinese. I surprised them when I used some of the Mandarin Chinese I learned in school for the past two years. Because of that, I was able to understand some of the problems they were having and helped them to the best of my ability. Despite picking up some of the local language, I felt that because everyone spoke English at work, I was not able to use the local language as much as I would have liked to. 

When I first came to Malaysia, I noticed that it was quite modern for a still-developing country. The transportation system in Kuala Lumpur was quite good, especially the light-rail transit system that I took to work everyday. The city had some really nice architecture and I felt the infrastructure was pretty good. However, working at a women’s organization in Malaysia made me realize that there were still major violations of human rights within Malaysia, especially regarding women and migrant’s rights. This made me understand that Malaysia still had a ways to go in accomplishing the UN millennium development goals and giving basic human rights to everyone in the country. 
There are many things I wish I had known before I arrived in Malaysia and started interning with WAO. I did not have much previous experience working with NGOs, and so I did not realize that there would be times when I would be very busy and other times when I would be bored out of my mind. When I did not have much to do, it made me feel I was not really accomplishing much. However, if I had been more persistent, I would have found more to do during those times of boredom. Persistence is very important while doing an internship or job, because you have to make sure you get what you want out of the experience to make it worth your time. Communication was one of my biggest challenges and so I recommend the future interns who come to WAO to make sure and be persistent and let them know what you would like to accomplish. If you make an effort to have weekly meetings with your supervisor, you will be able to do much more.
I feel that my biggest professional accomplishment was gaining better communication skills. I learned to be more persistent and direct. One of my professional goals was to understand how NGO’s work in Southeast Asia, and by working with WAO, I was able to actually help run the NGO. In terms of personal accomplishments, I became more confident in my skills and learned to live in another country independently. It was great being able to get around the city on my own, which I was originally worried about. After this experience, I feel much more capable of taking care of myself at home and abroad. 
Overall, the experience I had at WAO was well-worth it. I met many wonderful people and experienced a culture that is so different from my own. I have become a more confident person and feel that the skills I gained will help my in any career I decide to pursue, regardless if it with an NGO or not. Helping the women at the Refuge made me feel very happy because I felt like I was helping them obtain the confidence they needed to start a new life free from violence and unhappiness. 

