
Gisele O’Connell, Politics & Sociology Student NUI Maynooth.  
 My experience on the Washington Ireland Program, class of 2013. 

The summer of 2013 was the most amazing I ever had, it was packed with incredible events 
in Washington DC, including a business trip to New York, a retreat to West Virginia, living 
and interning in Washington DC, absorbing the electrifying atmosphere of a national baseball 
match,  theatre-going, clubbing, and even hiking by the Potomac River. How did this happen 
to me? It happened because as a Sinn Fèin activist, I have a passion, and I successfully 
communicated that passion to the Washington Ireland Program (WIP). This prestigious 
program, for service and leadership, is aimed at the most successful University students aged 
between 18 and 25, and is a scholarship based program worth in the region of 12,000 US 
dollars, that involves a fully paid, six month personal and professional development 
programme in Ireland and Northern Ireland. It begins with an orientation weekend, then 30 
hours of community service, a two month internship in one of America’s leading 
governmental and/or non-governmental organisations, based in Washington DC and a 
graduation ceremony in Ireland. The program is open to those studying ANY discipline, in 
Ireland, North and South, who inspire leadership and have already developed substantial 
civic, political and voluntary community engagement. WIP has a competitive application 
process, which includes a written application and a two-part personal and group interview. I 
was privileged to have been chosen as one of the 30 lucky students (15 from Northern Ireland 
and 15 from the Republic of Ireland) from a total of 525 applicants. As a 19 year old, Politics 
and Sociology student, I also had the opportunity to proudly represent NUI Maynooth on this 
program, for 2013. 

 

If you are looking for a summer with blue skies, working and mixing with some of 
American’s most professional and influential people, and a chance to be given an opportunity 
to develop your skills as a potential future leader, then you must apply for the Washington 
Ireland Program! The program aims to test you and challenge you both personally and 
professionally. There is no such thing as a ‘comfort zone’ on the WIP program!! You will be 
networking, enhancing your public speaking skills, and will learn to adapt to a new culture. 
You will mix with the most diverse class– for example,  this year the 2013 WIP class 
included activists from the full spectrum of political affiliations, as well as those with no 
political affiliations whatsoever, and included European Union enthusiasts, Gay Pride 
activists and religious conservatives, just to mention a few! Participants on the program are 
also expected to contribute to all events, discussions and guest speaker occasions. You will be 
repeatedly challenged about your passion and your views, and you will learn to defend them 
in the most professional way. Ultimately, your input into the program will reflect the extent 
of the return you get from it.  

 

While interning in Washington DC, I lived in Chevy Chase, Maryland with a host family, 
near the metro line, and I interned in the Laborers International Union of North America 
(LIUNA). I was based in the Office of the General President, and my work included 
substantial research for the organisation and my recommendations for a new women’s 
training program have subsequently been implemented across other American States.  It was 
the most amazing and challenging work environment, and the exposure to American work 
culture which I gained, was invaluable. I was especially fortunate to be one of only two class 
members this year, who got to attend a business event inside the White House. Along with 
your internship in DC, you will also have a significant leadership curriculum to fulfil, and 



you will be required as part of a sub-group to launch a policy paper both in America and in 
Ireland on a current issue which you feel needs to be addressed.  In terms of the program’s 
leadership development, I was very fortunate to be given several ‘leadership moments’ in 
DC, including introducing and mediating a discussion between the President of LIUNA and 
the WIP class of 2013, as well as  introducing our group’s policy paper to an audience of 
hundreds of professional business people. Life-long friends are also something you will make 
on this program as host families and participants on the program continue to link up and 
support each other long after their return home from Washington DC. 

 

While in America you’ll live with a fantastic and incredibly welcoming host family that will 
literally treat you as if you are one of their own.  This will facilitate your immersion in 
American culture, sport, outdoor fun, inner and out of State trips, the list is endless!! You will 
also have time to do tourist activities and visit some of DC’s most enthralling sightseeing 
spots such as the White House, the Pentagon, the National Archives, Law Library of 
Congress, the Museum of American History and monuments galore. Furthermore, you will be 
captivated by personal audiences with some of the most dynamic people at the pinnacle of 
American politics, including Kyle O’Connor, President Obama’s Deputy Director Speech 
Writer, Jake Sullivan, Vice-President Joe Biden’s top security and foreign policy advisor, 
among many others.  But, it’s not all work and no play!  Believe me, you will be able to 
experience DC and New York’s very best night-life, including bars, clubs, bistros, roof-top 
garden parties, and much more! Not to mention, the fantastic 4th of July firework 
celebrations on the steps of the Lincoln Monument! 

 

This year will be the twentieth anniversary for the WIP program – so expect some thrilling 
surprises! A typical day while in DC, involves getting up at 7 am and working from 8.30 am 
through to 5 pm, then leadership events from 6 pm until 9 pm, enjoying the nightlife from 
10pm until the late hours, and still finding time to do your required curriculum work before 
the day is over!  The pace is fast – it involves two months of solid work while in Washington 
DC, however, the rewards are incredible. The WIP program is not for the faint-hearted, those 
who apply for it need to appreciate its demands and that it requires your full commitment, 
and a thorough appreciation by the applicant as to why they feel they are suitable for the 
program. My main advice for intending applicants is to view the website thoroughly at 
http://wip14.wiprogram.org in order to fully understand the goals of the program, for 
example, its commitment to peace and prosperity in Northern Ireland, its track record for 
encouraging sport, and its interest in students who have demonstrated leadership potential in 
voluntary, community and political structures. More importantly, have a passion and be able 
to demonstrate what you have done to date to advance that passion, and how you intend to 
continue fulfilling it into the future. Then finally, make your application online. Applications 
are open now and will remain open until December 1st 2013. 

 

Lastly, I conclude by wishing the future class of 2014 all the best of luck in their application 
and interview. Believe in yourself and be positive! Good luck to all applicants! 

http://wip14.wiprogram.org/

