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By Tom Schuman

MAKING AN IMPACT
Indiana INTERNnet Celebrates, Looks Ahead

Experiential learning – through 
internships, apprenticeships and 
other work-based opportunities – 
may be quite popular today. That 
wasn’t always the case.

A partnership between the Indiana Chamber 
of Commerce and the Indiana Commission 
for Higher Education produced a five-part 
series of studies in the late 1990s titled the 
Human Capital Retention Project. One of the 
key findings was identifying the “brain drain” 
of college-educated students exiting Indiana 
and the need to do a better job to expose 
students to career possibilities within the state.

A few years later, Indiana INTERNnet 
(IIN) was born. Starting on a local basis and 
later expanding statewide, it reached the 
milestone in late 2019 of 10,000 internship 
completions. (The true number is likely quite 
a bit higher as post-internship follow-up pales 
in comparison to actual connections and 
experiences).

“I think to a certain extent we probably 
were (ahead of the game),” offers Mike 
Slocum, who two years ago became the third 

executive director of IIN. “The idea of having 
a statewide organization that focused on 
internships as a way to keep top talent in 
Indiana was, and still is, innovative in this 
space. It’s great to see the movement going 
across the country.”

Internships will continue to be the focus – 
but not the sole one – as IIN looks to expand 
its mission for the 2020s and beyond. Slocum 
provides his perspective, and two of those 
10,000 interns remind us of the importance 
of the experience on careers and lives.

By the numbers
The 10,000 milestone includes more 

than 1,200 internship completions in 2019 
alone. That is a testament, in part, to today’s 
competitive talent environment.

“It speaks to the great team we have here 
working to make these matches happen,” 
Slocum declares. “When you think of 1,200, 
that’s really one successful intern 1,200 times 
around the state. With the 10,000, I think 
over time about how many students may still 
be working in Indiana because of that 
internship experience and how that helps our 
overall economy grow.”

Look for further big numbers. The new 

graduation pathways requirement for Indiana 
high school students will help result in 
additional internships and, more importantly, 
students better prepared for the next step in 
their lives.

Slocum uses the term “game changer” in 
saying, “More and more students will have 
more practical experience in addition to what 
they are learning in the classroom. Having more 
students work-ready when they graduate high 
school, whether they go on to college or not, 
those are great skills to be successful at the 
postsecondary level or in the workforce.”

Adding to the high school intern 
momentum is the expansion of the EARN 
(Employment Aid Readiness Network) Indiana 
program beyond college students. Employers 
hiring EARN-eligible low-income students 
can receive up to a 50% wage reimbursement.

Career starter
Rheaunna Jones and Chad Warkentien 

are two of the now 10,000-plus internees – 
in 2013 and 2009, respectively – in the IIN 
family. Jones was studying early childhood 
education at Ivy Tech Community College at 
the time, with Warkentien between his junior 
and senior years on the way to a chemistry 
degree from Indiana University.

The path for Jones: internship at the 
Huffer Memorial Children’s Center in Muncie 
to a full-time job there until late 2018 and 
earning a bachelor’s degree from Ball State 
University in December 2019. She is now the 
site coordinator for the Great Achievers 
afterschool program at the Muncie Public 
Library.

In addition to her own internship work, 
colleagues assisted her with hands-on homework 
assignments (i.e., classroom observation) and 
the director of the program opened up a spot 
for Jones’ then 2-year-old daughter.

“I would bring her in (to child care), go 
to my classes, come back and work my 
internship and we would go home,” Jones 
recounts. “I had a lot of hands-on experience, 
working with a lot of different age groups. 
Huffer was definitely a huge steppingstone in 
my education career.”

She says she saw and experienced things 
in her internship that impacted her role 
today, which includes assisting teachers with 
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Chad Warkentien says his internship helped him determine the specific area he wanted to focus on 
in his career.
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classroom management and lesson plans in addition to day-to-day 
operations. 

“I would say internships are extremely valuable in the sense of 
wanting to know what it is you want to do,” notes Jones, who adds 
that some of her fellow interns were either on the fence about their 
career or primarily driven by the fact that the internship was paid. 
“When you have internship opportunities, it’s important to explore 
those options. You don’t want to get into a career doing something 
you don’t want to do for the rest of your life.”

Chemical connection
Warkentien is a prime example of taking classroom experiences 

into the business world. His internship was at Biochrom Labs in Terre 
Haute, making the connection after he found IIN in an online search. 
Following two previous positions with Indianapolis-based companies, 
he is now a principal specialist in quality assurance with Cardinal Health. 

“As I was approaching the end of my studies at IU, I had begun 
the job search. I was finding, more and more, to get even an entry 
level position, many companies expected a level of experience,” he 
reflects. With the life sciences industry boom in central Indiana and 
the influx of talent from a variety of universities, Warkentien is 
confident the internship “put me a leg up on some of that competition.”

Warkentien says he gained valuable experiences – in laboratory 
and manufacturing processes, data generation and interpreting results 
– in his internship that apply to his work today. Now, he oversees 
practices to make sure proper procedures are followed.

“At Biochrom, I got to see part of two sides, manufacturing and 
the research and development aspects of it. I realized I was not so 
much into the R&D side.”

Expanding the reach
IIN has the technology platform in place to extend beyond 

internships. It has evolved its hands-on relationships in recent years, 
assisting employers with navigating the recruitment process and 
students with maximizing the search experience.

It’s now ready to broaden its reach.
“I think we’ve done really well to support our core service – 

internships for college students – for some time,” Slocum begins. 
“We’re looking to expand in two different ways. To more than just 
the college students – in both directions. We want to support the high 
school students; we also want to support adults who aren’t necessarily 

enrolled in any postsecondary education but want to get into their 
field or change careers. 

“We also want to expand the whole spectrum of work-based 
learning,” he continues. “Internships are kind of in the middle, an 
eight- to 16-week experience. We want to support longer-term 
experiences, up to and including apprenticeships, and also support 
shorter term – job shadows for young students, externships for 
teachers looking to get field experiences.” 

As always, IIN will work with partners. Similar to the Indiana 
Chamber’s Indiana Vision 2025, statewide success is only possible with 
local and regional progress. 

Slocum concludes: “It couldn’t be a more exciting time to be 
around this combination of efforts, seeing education and business work 
together strategically and proactively. It’s great to see that mold shifting 
from employers just expecting that talent to be created for them. We’re 
just not in that environment. We’re seeing employers be innovative 
and educators be proactive. It’s nice to be part of that success.”

RESOURCE: Mike Slocum, Indiana INTERNnet, at www.indianaintern.net

Rheaunna Jones’ internship turned into a five-year stay at Huffer 
Memorial Children’s Center in Muncie.

Some of the 2019 IMPACT Award nominees with IIN executive director Mike Slocum. See story on the 2020 winners on Page 56.




