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| did not expect one short internship to
change how | see dentistry. But it did.

Seeing paediatric patients made me think
beyond treating problems once they
appear. | could see the enormous value in
giving young people the habits, resilience
and knowledge to prevent problems in the
first place. This led me to begin developing
a media-based intervention of my own.

Then, at an INSPIRE taster day, | listened to a researcher, Abby Russell,
describe her school-based intervention. She spoke not only about
delivering it but about testing whether it truly worked. In that
moment, | realised: research is not just labs and statistics; you can
design ideas that could change a child’s entire future.

That clarity is what drew me into a 4-week INSPIRE Summer
Studentship at the University of Exeter’s Children and Young People’s
Mental Health department; it showed me how wide the possibilities
are. Whether it is prevention, labs or clinical trials, there are countless
kinds of research that can speak to a clinician’s interests.

That is why | would say: do not dismiss research. You might be
surprised by how much it changes the way you practice.

Research skills | gained

One of the greatest values of an internship is the chance to tackle
challenges that push new skills. | was part of the Support Systems
for Self-harm and Suicide (4S) study, which examines how schools,
colleges and youth organisations across England deliver prevention,
intervention and postvention programmes. My role was to extract
data for a meta-analysis comparing two approaches: transparent
interventions, which directly addressed suicidal thoughts, and
opaque interventions, framed more broadly as stress-management
workshops.

| had some prior experience with data extraction during a scoping
review in my third year of dentistry, but this internship showed me
how different the process can be at a higher level. Instead of finishing
data extraction on paper in under an hour, | spent hours on each
study. A fellow researcher described this kind of data extraction as
more challenging than other extractions: “The most detailed it can
be — a monster challenge, but an interesting topic.” It was exactly
that: demanding, but also fascinating.

Another benefit of internships is that they expose you to new ways of
thinking and reveal gaps in your own knowledge. | critically appraised
a range of papers with different study designs. The process not only
strengthened my ability to assess research but also highlighted areas
where my knowledge was limited, since | found some JBI questions
challenging and beyond my current scope. That awareness itself is
useful: it gives you a clearer direction for growth.

What to expect an internship to be like

Internships can also overturn assumptions about what kind of
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environment you might enjoy working in. | had always assumed |
would not enjoy an office environment, which was part of the reason
| chose the hands-on, clinical setting of dentistry. Yet the opposite
turned out to be true. Discovering that others shared one of my
outlooks on life was energising, and | drew real motivation from the
collaboration and exchange of ideas. It taught me not to dismiss a
path based on assumption, but to experience it first-hand before
deciding.

Take-home message

The lesson you take away from an internship could be different to
mine, such as perhaps you might discover a love of lab sciences.
For me, this experience strengthened my motivation to develop
oral-health interventions for children, alongside wider public health
initiatives with a behavioural change focus.

Whatever the outcome, the value is the same: internships reveal
where your interests and capabilities truly lie in a way that your
degree alone may never can.

Poem by Sarah:

Regret tastes like water

I only wanted drinks.
Sprite,

Cola,

squash—

I only wanted drinks.

Now the cans are gone,
but the evidence remains:
three bright fillings,

lined up like trophies

I never meant to win.

I only wanted drinks.

And maybe tomorrow,

I'll want something else—
a glass of water,

aquiet smile,

a little more enamel

and fewer regrets.

I only wanted drinks.
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