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According to the women students, the skills developed in internships that 
appear to be most relevant to a future career in SE are communication (50%, 
namely 59% in engineering and 36% in science), autonomy at work (44%, namely 
41% in engineering and 50% in science), organizational skills (36%, namely 36% 
in engineering and 36% in science), use of fi eld-specifi c knowledge and skills (31%, 
namely 27% in engineering and 36% in science), leadership and self-confi dence 
(25%, namely 23% in engineering and 29% in science).

What I really liked was the 
environmental side of their project. 
I realize that I would rather go 
for something that has a more 
humanistic focus. 
Woman science student
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The first thing that comes to mind is 
the human side, the ability to develop 
good relationships with the group. 
It’s very important. As engineers, we 
are there to improve the plant, to 
make changes, and often people are 
reluctant to change. You have to know 
how to do it right, how to make the 
change properly so that everyone feels 
comfortable. This requires good work 
relationships.  
Woman engineering student

Otherwise, maybe also prioritizing, 
when you have five things to do, what 
should you do first? What should 
you do second? What can you drop 
or delegate? I think it’s priority 
management. That’s something I’ve 
learned well. 
Woman engineering student

Otherwise, autonomy is something that 
we have no choice but to develop in 
order to be good at our job. It’s good 
to be able to develop your autonomy 
during an internship when you know 
that there are people there to 
supervise you. I think it’s a good 
opportunity for that.
Woman science student

I would say the technical skills, being 
able to try out new technologies. This 
allows you to sort of build your toolkit 
to be able to excel in business.  
Woman science student

Avenues 
The participating women students raised potential avenues for improving 
women’s integration in SE fields. These avenues included raising awareness of SE 
among young girls (33%), working on changing mentalities (in general; 31%) and 
implementing interventions in schools (25%). Changing mentalities was raised 
by both the women engineering (32%) and science (29%) students, while the 
other two recommendations came mostly from the women engineering students 
(50% raising awareness of SE among girls and 32% implementing interventions  
in schools).
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I also don’t know if anything can be 
done at the college level, I don’t think 
it’s talked about enough. You know, in 
high school, we never talked about what 
an engineer is. We take career tests, 
we have classes for that, we have 
activities to fi nd a job. Some work 
needs to be done on this, it’s very rarely 
addressed. I’ve always been very good 
at science and math, and no one ever 
talked to me about engineering. Never. 
I don’t think we’ve suffi ciently targeted 
girls from a young age yet.
Woman engineering student

It’s hard, because you have to change 
people’s mentality. That’s often the 
problem, people have the mentality 
that women don’t belong in engineering 
in plants.
Woman engineering student

It’s just that there’s such a 
stereotype that it’s just boys, that 
most girls will say: “Well, I don’t want 
to go into a guy’s fi eld.” That’s how 
it is! Maybe we should start breaking 
the stereotype at a younger age. 
That way, we will be less 
psychologically blocked and be able 
to move forward. I’m often told even 
by family or colleagues that I meet 
elsewhere: “Oh yeah. You’re in science 
and you’re a girl.” 
Woman science student
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Maybe we could think about pairing up 
with someone who has already done an 
internship. Sometimes it might be nice to 
be able to ask a question of a student 
who has been there already. 
Woman engineering student

Before the first internship, in my 
mind, it would have been helpful to 
explain it to me. Harassment or bullying 
situation: This is the kind of behaviour 

that is unacceptable, whether you’re 
on the giving or receiving end. If a 
situation ever comes up, here’s how 
to react. My impression is that this 
process is never explained to you, you 
don’t necessarily know it intuitively. You 
don’t always think to jump on Google 
to see what university services are 
available related to harassment, what 
the internship service should do in this 
situation, etc. 
Woman engineering student

The main action (e.g., mentoring, women role models) mentioned by the students 
in order to help prepare women students for SE internships was to pair new 
students with former students who have already completed an internship (25%, 
namely 23% in engineering and 29% in science). The women engineering students 
(27%) also raised the possibility of holding awareness workshops on harassment, 
discrimination, inclusion, emotions, and conflict.



PERSPECTIVES OF ADVISORS
University internship advisors have a global view of the internship experience of 
the student community given their key role in this process. Their experiences with 
women students’ internships in SE are therefore an important and relevant source 
of information. What are their views on co-op internships in SE? What is their 
perception of women’s underrepresentation in these fields? What are the perceived 
benefits and challenges of internships in SE? What are the observations of these 
key individuals regarding the different pathways of interns? The following section 
provides some food for thought and discussion about the internship experience of 
women SE students, based on insights from interviews with three advisors at the 
Service des stages et du développement professionnel (SSDP).

It is important to note that due to the small number of advisors (3), the answers 
may not be representative of women students’ experiences. In addition, for the 
same reason, only information supported by two or more people was generally 
reported, with the exception of elements on which there was no consensus.

Positive Aspects of Internships 
All three advisors we interviewed identified career validation as one of the main 
benefits for women students completing a co-op internship in their field as part 
of their undergraduate degree. Two advisors also spoke of a better knowledge of 
their own areas of interest, the financial benefit of internship pay, and a greater 
knowledge of different fields/settings or tasks.
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Quickly finding out if they’re in the 
right field, if they like it. Whether the 
potential challenges or jobs match what 
they’re looking for. So, it’s finding out: 
“Am I in the right program?”
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Two of the interviewed advisors identifi ed positive atmosphere and relationships 
with colleagues as key elements in motivating women students in the context 
of internships. In addition, according to two of the advisors, the skills and 
qualities that are most developed in internships are communication and 
organizational skills.

Confi dence and support can go a long 
way to motivating them in internships.

Communication too. Sometimes, in the 
fi rst internships, it’s much harder 
to take your place, to speak up, to 
communicate your progress every day, 
but often, toward the end, it’s one 
of the skills that are developed the 
most. In school, you have less time to 
develop this.

There are certain elements that 
always stand out, such as getting 
organized. During the fi rst internship, 
just managing to organize one day is 
sometimes a challenge. By the fi fth 
internship, you’re able to organize 
your entire internship and talk to 
your supervisor about it: “Here’s what 
I’m going to do, what do you think of 
my delivery schedule?” This progression 
happens through internships.

There are certain elements that 
always stand out, such as getting 



Perceived Challenges of Internships
Th e diffi  culties, challenges and barriers encountered by women students in 
their internships and acknowledged by advisors included sexist and derogatory 
comments (1/3), feeling that they had to prove themselves more than other 
students (1/3), diffi  culty interacting with operators, technicians and other workers 
(1/3), diffi  culty interacting with their supervisor or superior (1/3), and perceiving 
an unfair distribution of tasks and responsibilities (1/3).

Some of the women students reported 
feeling that they had to do more to 
earn credibility. I would say that this 
especially happens in plants where they 
have to work with a lot of men who 
aren’t necessarily at the same level as 
they are. So, if they have to supervise 
male environments, there are women 
students who have often reported to me 
that it takes longer to become credible 
because they have to prove themselves, 
which maybe a male student wouldn’t 
have to do.
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Ally   
“An ally is any person that actively promotes and aspires to advance the culture of inclusion through 
intentional, positive and conscious eff orts that benefi t people as a whole.”30

Once, a woman student was put down by 
her supervisor on a daily basis for being 
a girl, but she didn’t necessarily hear 
him. It was her male colleague, also 
an intern, who thought it was crazy 
what her supervisor was telling her 
every day.

“An ally is any person that actively promotes and aspires to advance the culture of inclusion through 

an intern, who thought it was crazy 
what her supervisor was telling her 
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I think in the sciences, in biology or 
chemistry, I don’t see much of a 
problem with that, in other words, the 
environments are more equal. Maybe 
it’s because I haven’t had many 
women students working in typically 
male environments in those fi elds. 
But in engineering, coming back to 
my earlier example, of course most 
of the feedback I’ve had has been 
about women who work in plants where 
the employees are typically male and 
they’re under the intern’s supervision.

For construction sites, it’s somewhat 
similar. You really have to be strong, 
to assert yourself, to take your place. 
I know some girls who have had more 
trouble than others exactly because 
they take their place.

I’m fortunate to mostly work with 
companies that have a good integration 
process for interns. So, I think I 
haven’t seen that much because often 
they’re supported by their superior. 
And the integration process is pretty 
good. So I haven’t seen any integration 
problems because they were girls.

All the advisors we interviewed perceived a diff erence between boys and girls with 
respect to their level of self-confi dence in their internships. One advisor felt that 
there was a progression in women students’ level of self-confi dence. Another noted 
that having too much confi dence at the beginning of an internship can sometimes 
be problematic. 

I think it’s true that girls generally 
don’t have a self-confi dence that 
they’ve built up over a long period of 
time. They need to be sure they know 
an answer before they say it, whereas 
I have men students who are able to 
answer even when they’re unsure.

All three interviewees considered plants and industrial settings to be the most 
problematic internship environments for women students. Two also mentioned 
construction sites. Th e advisors interviewed (3/3) gave more examples of women 
students who had no trouble integrating into male-dominated environments. 
Only one of them reported ever having observed integration diffi  culties.
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In that sense, I think there’s a big 
difference between a woman student 
doing her fi rst internship versus her 
fi fth engineering internship or third 
science internship. Once they have 
experience on the job market, [...] 
I think the level of confi dence goes 
up signifi cantly.

I was surprised when I found out 
as an advisor that there were still 
[differences between boys and girls], 
and then that there were so many 
biases present. The battle is not over. 
There is still work to be done. I try to 

get involved as much as I can, and 
also to be there for any woman student 
who fi nds herself in a particular 
situation. Often, they too are able to 
fi ght this battle and they understand 
that they are part of the solution.



Only one interviewed advisor reported having witnessed psychological harassment 
toward a woman student in SE during an internship. Two advisors gave examples 
of strategies to overcome such cases. In addition, two of the interviewed advisors 
explained that they had followed up with women students who had dropped out 
of their SE program during or following an internship. Th ey identifi ed the work 
environment and the unsuitability of the fi eld as factors that can cause students to 
question their choice of career during SE internships.

In terms of harassment, I once 
followed a student who had trouble 
with an employer who didn’t think she 
was very good and told her so. It 
wasn’t sexual harassment, not at all. 
I would say more like psychological 
harassment. Yes, it happened, but it 
hasn’t happened often. But I do have 
an example in mind where a supervisor 
was harassing a woman student. Then 
there was another time when I had 
women students who didn’t want to go 
with a supervisor anymore, saying he 
was too pushy, but never has a woman 
student complained. There have been 
no instances of assault, but there has 
been harassment. But, you see, in my 
entire career, this has happened to 
me twice.

This student was very active in the 
girls’ movement. And on the work sites, 
often, that’s where there’s a bit more 
[harassment] ... I didn’t follow her in 
the internship, but she admitted to me 
that she was often told things with 
sexual connotations on the work sites. 
And that one of her initiatives was to 
talk to her boss and put in place a 
clearer harassment policy for everyone 
she had to interact with so that she 
had measures to protect herself.

In fact, in the beginning, I said that 
the internships helped them, it allowed 
them to validate their career choice. 
It’s often happened where women 
students have said, “I don’t want to 
spend my life in a lab” or “I don’t 
want to, I started in engineering, but 
I don’t like it.” It’s more the fi eld 
that makes them question themselves, 
it’s not necessarily a bad internship 
experience.
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Other Observations of SSDP Advisors
Two of the interviewed advisors considered that the division of tasks or 
responsibilities between male and female interns in SE depends on the individual’s 
initiative, regardless of their gender. In addition, two of them reported feeling that 
the division of labour was generally fair.

The only difference I would say is 
that there are internship settings 
where the jobs are given very much 
according to the student’s initiative. 
So, for sure, if a boy and a girl 
arrive at the same time, and the 
boy has lots of self-confi dence but 
the girl doesn’t yet have much, well, 
the tasks will not be assigned equally. 
The boy will ask for more, and take 
on more.

This might happen more in candidate 
selection than in task distribution. 
Often, in terms of tasks, [employers] 
are asked, as much as possible, to 
have a project or something ready for 
interns. I’ve taken internships lately 
where it was a boy doing the internship 
and then it was a girl. It was the 
same internship. The internship wasn’t 
changed because she was a girl, no.

Organizational practices cited by advisors as possible ways to support women’s 
and women students’ integration, progression and retention in SE included having 
fun co-ed activities at work (1/3), promoting work-life measures starting from 
the time of internship (1/3), involving women in the onboarding process (1/3), 
highlighting harassment policies (1/3), having supervisors hold “open houses” 
(1/3), and encouraging interns to take initiative and make suggestions (1/3). 
Two of the advisors we met with also felt that the factors that could help women 
students prepare for internships were not being shy; asking questions; and trusting 
themselves as interns.
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Where I’ve seen the most girls in 
engineering drop out is when they arrive 
as graduates. The fourth or fi fth 
internship! The biggest discussions I’ve 
had are about starting a family: 
“I don’t know how I could go to a 
construction site and have a family,” 
“I don’t know how I could go when my 
male colleagues are working 50-60 hours. 
I won’t be able to do that when I 
have two, three children.”

They could apply good harassment policies 
on the worksites. There could be zero 
tolerance, basically, to avoid encouraging 
inappropriate behaviour. Sure, this is 
supposed to be the case everywhere, but 
sometimes it’s not necessarily applied to 
the letter.

It’s very important for the employer 
to introduce her in the same way they 
would have introduced a boy. And not 
say jokes like, “We have a pretty little 
girl coming to work with the rest of us.”
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Recommendations Suggested by the SSDP
Two of the advisors explained that SSDP could promote internship experiences for 
women students in SE by offering to participate in projects, talks or events to raise 
awareness. They additionally mentioned that SSDP should follow up with women 
students during their internships and collects feedback from students following 
their internships in order to make adjustments and improve in the future.

Definitely, to make sure each woman 
student is properly followed up with 
during their internship, this is something 
very important to maintain in my opinion 
so that they can consult someone from 
the university, to answer their questions 
and validate: “Hey, this happened to 
me, is this normal? Should I respond?” 
So, to continue to follow up during the 
internship, I think it’s critical for the 
person to have a reference outside 
their workplace that they can go to 
and ask questions, where they can 
validate information or a feeling that 
they have. 
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METHODOLOGY
The present findings stem from a study conducted from 2018 to 2021 with the 
overall objective of exploring the experiences of undergraduate women students in 
science and engineering (SE) during their co-op internships in predominantly male 
environments. To this end, and to answer the research question (in male-dominated 
fields such as SE, what is women students’ perception of their internship experience?), 
a qualitative and exploratory approach was chosen.

Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted in person and by telephone. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, some of them were held via video conferencing 
on the Teams platform. A total of 39 interviews were held. The sample consisted of  
36 women undergraduate students in SE from Université de Sherbrooke, namely  
22 bachelor of engineering students who had completed one to five co-op 
internships and 14 science students who had completed one to three co-op 
internships. The sample also included three advisors from the Service des stages et 
du développement professionnel (SSDP) at Université de Sherbrooke:

	 22 women students in engineering; 

14	  women students in science; and; 

	 3 SSDP advisors.

For both women students and advisors, a specific but flexible interview guide 
was developed that allowed for specific questions to be answered while giving 
participants the freedom to elaborate on their experiences and perceptions.

In order to analyze the data collected through the individual interviews, the 
chosen method was content analysis. For this purpose, the complete accounts of 
the participants were transcribed verbatim. Next, using QDA Miner qualitative 
analysis software, the data was organized in order to categorize the themes most 
frequently mentioned by the participants (e.g., challenges encountered).

Participation in the research was voluntary. The students and advisors were 
recruited by email. The student sample was created in keeping with the principle 
of saturation, i.e., it remained open until the information obtained would be 
sufficiently rich that adding more participants would offer no further insights. 
The sample of advisors followed the same principle, but was limited due to the 
occupational overload caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The overall sample 
(women students and advisors) also followed the principle of diversification, as it 
was made up of students from different SE programs as well as advisors with a 
variety of years of experience.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
This section offers a total of seven recommendations that can be applied to help 
ensure that women students have a positive internship experience. All of the 
recommendations are based on analysis of what the students and advisors said 
in the research presented in this text. They are also based on an exploration of 
the literature conducted by the CWSE in the course of producing its report  
Collaborating for Greater Gender Diversity in University Engineering Programs.29 
Note that the recommendations may apply to other groups as well (e.g., visible 
minorities, Indigenous persons, members of the LGBTQ2+ community) who may 
experience difficult situations in internships.

Recommendation 1 
That academic institutions promote mentoring among women 
undergraduate students to allow for peer support (e.g., listening, 
sharing experiences and exchanging advice).

Recommendation 2
That academic institutions provide support and assistance services 
for women students (e.g., by the internship administration, trained 
faculty members and trained women students).

Recommendation 3
That academic institutions offer preparatory workshops based on the 
needs of women students (e.g., on emotions and conflicts; informative 
workshops on harassment, discrimination and possible recourses).

44



45

Recommendation 4
That academic institutions provide training workshops for 
internship advisors to make them more aware of and prepared 
to support women engineering students during their internships  
(e.g., on the challenges of diversity in an organizational setting, 
what to do in case of discrimination or harassment). 

Recommendation 5
That academic institutions work to eliminate potential sources of 
sexism and harassment by educating employers on women students’ 
onboarding, integration and presence during internships (e.g., 
providing training to employers wishing to hire women interns).

Recommendation 6
That employers wishing to hire women interns in predominantly 
male environments take action to promote their integration and 
diminish stereotypes (e.g., by adopting a zero-tolerance policy to 
foster a respectful workplace; offering equity, diversity and inclusion 
awareness activities to their staff; providing a welcoming physical 
environment; and hiring more women to increase the presence of 
women role models).

Recommendation 7
That academic institutions meet with women students after they 
receive their internship grades in order to interview them about 
their experience (e.g., to document the difficulties and best practices 
encountered by the students in order to be able to follow up  
with companies). 
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