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Research-based International Internships: Over a Decade of Latin American Agricultural Students at a U.S. Southern University
Introduction
In today’s job market, a college degree alone often isn’t enough to secure employment (Baert, 2021). Experiential learning, such as internships, has become increasingly important, with candidates with internship experience 12.6% more likely to receive interview invites (Baert, 2021). Internships also boost skills: 81% of global participants report improved abilities, and 75% say it helped them secure their first full-time job (Institute of International Education, 2022). However, benefits depend on program quality, including mentorship and task clarity (Singh & Nigam, 2024). 
For students from low and middle-income countries who complete internships in the United States, the potential gains extend even further. These experiences can broaden career pathways, expand professional networks, and strengthen intercultural competencies essential in global work environments (Keller, 2020). Despite robust evidence demonstrating the general value of internships (Baert, 2021; Di Pietro, 2022), little is known about their long-term impacts on Latin American agricultural students. Existing studies focus mostly on short-term skill gains and cultural adjustment rather than long-term career development (Brenes et al., 2015; Myer, 2019). To address this gap, this study examines over a decade of research-based international internship experiences among agricultural students from a Latin American institution at a U.S. Southern University. Specifically, it investigates: (1) knowledge development, (2) skill enhancement, (3) professional identity, and (4) the role of new international networks.
Theoretical Framework
The human capital theory [HCT] guided this study (Becker, 1962). HCT holds that individuals increase their productivity and future opportunities through education, training, and experience (Xu & Fletcher, 2017). These investments yield benefits such as improved wages, better working conditions, and personal development (Eide & Showalter, 2010). In the context of international internships, HCT suggests that students gain intercultural competencies, language proficiency, and professional networks that enhance their future career trajectories.
 Methodology
This qualitative case study examined 20 Latin American short-term visiting scholars who completed research-focused internships at Southern University between 2014 and 2025. Semi-structured interviews were conducted via Zoom and in person by the same researcher between January 21 and February 6, 2026, lasting 20 to 60 minutes. The interview guide, grounded in the HCT, explored knowledge development, skill acquisition, professional identity, and social capital. Reflexive notes were written after each interview. All recordings were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis, combining both deductive and inductive coding. Trustworthiness was supported through reflexivity, prolonged engagement, and reflexive journaling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
Findings 
Obj1: Knowledge Development. The themes Research Literacy and Scientific Rigor emerged. Participants [P] described engaging in authentic scientific work, calling it “real research” (P1) and work done “at the edge of creating new knowledge” (P9). They also developed Scientific Rigor through replication, controls, and accurate data practices. P1 noted “the value of replicating experiments and data control,” and P2 emphasized the advanced laboratory capabilities that strengthened research quality.
Obj2: Skills Development. Participants strengthened Technical Skills in laboratory and field methods, including microscopy, sterile technique, PCR, coding, and irrigation design (P1, P12). People Skills were also developed, such as English proficiency, with P3 noting improvement “because we have to speak in English every time,” and P11 describing clearer communication with stakeholders. Likewise, resilience emerged as a people skill. P1 labelled his first experiment as a “failure,” and P2 repeated unsuccessful PCR attempts that increased their problem‑solving abilities.
Obj3: Professional Identity. The themes of Direction and Confidence emerged. Internships helped participants clarify their career paths. Some became motivated to pursue graduate study, as P8 stated, “I knew I wanted to come back to do a master's” (P8), while others realized that research was not their preferred direction (P5). 
Obj4: Social Capital. Networking and Adaptability emerged from the data. Participants expanded their professional networks, which opened academic and career opportunities. P6 shared that advisor introductions helped him to have “everything settled to start my master's,” and P9 described links that supported doctoral progression. Cultural adaptability was expressed as a way to know “how narrow your worldview is” (P6) and that “everyone works differently” (P8). 
Conclusions
Internships strengthened students’ research literacy, technical abilities, communication skills, and resilience. These experiences also clarified career goals, increased confidence, and expanded social and professional networks that supported graduate study and research opportunities. The program served as a high-impact human capital investment, shaping long-term professional trajectories for Latin American agricultural students through research and meaningful mentorship.
    Implications and Recommendations
Future programs should incorporate communication development and clear pathways to graduate study. Strengthening partnerships with Latin American institutions can enhance workforce preparation, broaden graduate recruitment pipelines, and develop globally competent agricultural professionals capable of contributing to research, extension, and industry across international contexts.
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