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1. Introduction
This report deals with the internship that I carried out from the start of the summer 2026 semester until I had completed the prescribed number of hours. At that time, I was involved in two quite different professional settings: I first worked as a remote junior network administrator for the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), and later took on a position in an on-site network communications role at Northrop Grumman. These experiences enabled me to put into practice the knowledge I gained from my cybersecurity degree, my networking certifications, my military service, and my previous work in the technical field. They also demonstrated to me that cybersecurity is not merely about commands, devices, or software; it is based on disciplined processes, accurate documentation, physical security, communication, leadership, and professional judgment.
I decided to take up these positions for my internship since both of them put me right into enterprise networking and cybersecurity settings. The USDA is responsible for supporting various federal agricultural programs and facilities over a broad geographic area; my job involved ensuring connectivity at food-processing and inspection sites, which in turn affected the employees who needed reliable access in order to carry out government operations. Northrop Grumman is a big defense and technology company that supports complicated national-security missions; I went for the opportunity as it provided access to a highly controlled environment, advanced networking systems, physical security, automation, firewalls, and the kind of engineering work that matches my long-term career objectives.
At the beginning of the semester, my main objectives were to improve my ability to troubleshoot, relate academic knowledge to real-world systems, enhance my professional communication skills, and find out which areas of cybersecurity I wanted to focus on after I graduated. I was particularly motivated by the chance to go beyond just memorizing protocols and instead to understand how networks are actually operated, protected, documented, and improved. I also wanted to find out how leadership and organizational culture affect technical performance. By the end of the semester, I had a much clearer idea of the kind of engineer I want to become and the kind of leader I hope to be in the future.
2. USDA Internship Experience
At the start of my internship, I was employed by the USDA as a junior network administrator, and I really did enjoy that period. People saw me as a capable technical professional, and I carried out a number of the transitions between different internet service providers. Afterward, I started receiving tickets concerning basic network problems, and on some days I had as many as dozens to deal with. I held team meetings, the length of which at one time was one hour and at other times lasted as long as eight hours, in order to help the network engineers in switching from AT&T to Lumen. We also enabled IPv6 in order to cope with the shortage of IPv4 addresses. My working hours were very irregular, and I was frequently asked to make configuration changes in real time, which included shutting down the old BGP connections when changing to a new provider. This was quite stressful because even a small mistake could result in me being locked out of the switch or router and would then mean that I had to start all over again. Though my college courses weren't very useful when it came to the technical side of things, they had given me a security mindset. Security wasn't always the top priority during these changes. Still, my studies had made me aware of how serious a cyber breach could be for the Department of Agriculture. I made it a rule not to give BGP passwords in plain text during team meetings, and I never turned off authentication just because someone had asked me to; I knew that if I did that, the authentication might not be re-enabled. In the later stages of my internship, I began to write Python scripts, a skill that I had picked up in a software development class at ODU. It was very helpful for automating simple tasks, especially since some commands were capable of disconnecting me from the internet. By writing a Python script, saving it to a text file, and placing it on a router, I could make sure that it would run even if I lost my connection. It was a useful skill that I had acquired through my higher education, and I was pleased to see that what I had learned was being put into practical use.
At this stage of my development, the education I had received gave me an advantage over most of my fellow students. Since I had studied cybersecurity, I was able to see the overall situation and grasp the reasons for our work. For instance, when I was in my first semester at ODU, I found out that the internet was initially set up for a small number of users who trusted one another. The IPv4 addressing system was developed in the late 1970s, and at that time its designers had no conception of the internet becoming such a widely used technology with so many connected devices. While many of my peers concentrated on memorizing various technologies and protocols, I understood the reasons for using particular protocols and services.
A large number of my fellow students didn't know what IPv6, or NAT (network address translation) were or how they functioned. Instead of understanding the reasons for using particular protocols and services, such as preferring SSH over Telnet and understanding how cryptography works, they simply memorized the technologies and protocols. Whenever problems arose during activations, some of my peers became confused even by minor changes, whereas I was able to make adjustments and find solutions without becoming frustrated. In my fall semester CYSE 301 course, I acquired knowledge of a variety of cyber techniques. The labs were difficult, and, on many occasions, I had to establish network connections between virtual machines with very little assistance or documentation. As a result of these labs, I became a more effective troubleshooter, learning to take a step back, organize my thoughts, and plan my next steps without feeling overwhelmed. Many of my peers would ask for help and never make an attempt to solve the problems themselves. I believe this was not merely a lack of effort, but also a lack of confidence, since most of them had never had to struggle for hours on an assignment before eventually working out the solution. During activations, some of my teammates became hostile and made rude or disrespectful remarks, even if they didn't intend to. I recalled having to write a number of discussion posts during my time at college and gaining experience in dealing with students from diverse backgrounds. My studies at ODU enabled me to communicate more effectively while maintaining a professional and technical tone. I consider communication to be one of my most important soft skills, and since cybersecurity is such an interdisciplinary field, it has helped me work with professionals who were not always technically competent. The courses I took, such as Ethics and IDS493, gave me a different perspective that showed that simply being technically skilled is not sufficient to be successful in an enterprise-level Information Technology environment or in the field of cybersecurity. The notion that IT is a job in which you can work alone every day is nothing but a myth.
Once we had completed all the site activations from AT&T to Lumen and had added IPv6 to more than 1,500 food processing sites in the United States, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands, we began to deal with trouble tickets. At that stage, my chain of command became more demanding. I was handed hundreds of tickets every week. We occasionally held large team meetings in order to work together. In those meetings, my attention to detail was a real advantage. When I was at college, I had to be very careful about the details of my assignments, particularly for papers and lab work, because even a minor typo could cause a Linux command to fail. During the meetings, I would examine the router and switch configurations, beginning with the trunk ports and then looking at the DHCP settings and the logs to discover what the problem was. A number of customers were prepared to assist us with the troubleshooting. On one telephone call, I noticed that the uplink trunk port was not forwarding all the VLANs, which caused the end users' traffic to be dropped. On another occasion, I saw that a router's interface had the incorrect subnet range; it should have been a /24 or 255.255.255.0, but it was set to /25, meaning there weren't enough IP addresses for the users. A lot of the tickets were outside the scope of my responsibilities. Customers frequently complained about slow internet speeds, and in these cases I had to use third-party tools such as SolarWinds and Splunk to demonstrate both to the customers and to my supervisor that we weren't responsible for the slow speeds and that they needed to increase their bandwidth. The usual solution was for the site to pay for more bandwidth, which often resulted in arguments.
A skill that I regret not learning more about at school was how to use various applications such as SolarWinds, Cisco ISE, Splunk, Riverbed, and Palo Alto firewalls. By the end of June, I began to worry about the way my supervisors saw my work. I frequently got passive-aggressive remarks like, "Where are you with these tickets?" and "Why has this not been done yet?" In such cases, I would say that the matter was outside the scope and had therefore been passed on, that the customer had opened the ticket but had not replied, or that the issue had already been resolved. I found this frustrating since my supervisors cared more about the number of tickets closed than about the seriousness of the problems; even when an issue had not in fact been resolved, they usually seemed more interested in having the ticket closed than in the actual state of the issue.
I also had a row with a network engineer at the USDA who was called a network engineer. He regularly complained about minor points that he didn't like and often included me in group chats to tell my supervisor about the areas in which he thought I needed to improve. He also reprimanded me for missing a meeting while I was dealing with a customer. I told him about the situation, but he disregarded me. Most customers were polite and professional, but a few became rude when the problems weren't sorted out immediately. On such occasions they would say things like, “What on earth is taking so long?” or “Why can't you just fix this problem right away?” They were usually upset about matters which I could not control, for example the entire West Coast Wi-Fi network of the USDA becoming unavailable because of a major fiber cut caused by construction work. As time went on, I realized that my position at the USDA was becoming more and more unstable and worrying. The fact that I was working from home left me with very little opportunity for social interaction or for receiving guidance. Nevertheless, in the following months I was given a new opportunity. It truly did seem like the opportunity of a lifetime. The opportunity hadn't come easily, but I still believed that, with God, anything was possible.
3. Transition to Northrop Grumman
The shift from the USDA to Northrop Grumman took place during the semester and became a major component of the internship. While working at the USDA, I had been able to rebuild my confidence through remote work and had gained wide experience in handling tickets, communicating with customers, carrying out provider migrations, and troubleshooting network issues. Nevertheless, I was looking for a chance that involved more direct engineering duties, had a closer connection with national security, and offered greater long-term potential. Following a multi-stage interview process and after a lengthy clearance review, I agreed to take the position with Northrop Grumman. The move meant that I had to give up the comfort of working from home and go back to an on-site professional setting, and that aspect was precisely one of the reasons why the opportunity was so important to me.
As I had pointed out earlier, upon my return from Peru, I came up against hostility and anger for having taken time off to look after a family matter. Since I am a single father and also a veteran, this had a negative effect on my mental health. I received numerous messages every week and was even threatened by various people regarding the tickets accumulating. After I had returned, a recruiter from Northrop Grumman, a major defense and technology contractor, contacted me. The recruiter asked whether I was free to have a conversation and mentioned that even though I had applied for a senior principal position, I might in fact be more suitable for a Network Communications Administrator role. This resulted in three difficult interviews. Each of the interviews went on for hours, and I was asked questions on networking subjects such as OSPF, BGP, the OSI model, my experience, multicast, and even on my personality. The interviews were mentally draining, and I received very little feedback. In the third and last interview, I was asked to switch on my camera and answer some personal questions about my hobbies, my friends, and my family. A number of those questions nearly offended me. However, at the end they said to me, “We like you, we believe in you, and we want your expertise.” I was surprised and was then given a pay rise which would allow me to give my son the life that I had never been able to give him. I would have excellent insurance in addition to VA medical coverage, an opportunity to prove myself to a company, and most important of all, the chance to convince myself that all my hard work had been worthwhile.
It would be untrue to state that there were no problems or additional obstacles to face from that point on, since then I would be lying. Once I had been employed, I went through a lengthy background check and access review process. The constant requests for more information postponed my start date and wore down my patience, but I kept on working at the USDA and fulfilled each requirement until my new supervisor finally agreed on my start date.
The day after that, I was informed that my new position would begin in two weeks. I immediately let my supervisors know that I was going to be leaving the USDA. They were disappointed and began to ask me which company I was joining and whether I was certain that I wanted to be working on-site again. I would like to be honest about the reason why I first decided to work from home. In 2022, I had been working on-site, but I couldn't go on because I had severe PTSD as a result of my Army combat deployment. I had originally started my military career as a Navy nuclear engineer, but I was removed from the program because of anxiety and had failed two tests in a row due to the depression I was experiencing when I was 18. In 2022, I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, a condition that has had a major impact on my life. After having returned to the United States from my deployments in Iraq and Africa, my life had come apart.
4. Northrop Grumman Internship Experience
The transition from a remote work situation brought with it a number of new difficulties. I had to relearn how to dress in a way that was suitable for a professional environment, deal with Layer One technologies like Ethernet and fiber-optic cables, and find out how a server room is run and connected. On my first day at Northrop Grumman, I was informed that I needed a badge. When I drove onto the campus, I was struck by the extent of the security arrangements, which consisted of armed guards, cameras, and high fences. Once more I realized that cybersecurity entailed much more than just encryption, password rules and multifactor authentication; it demanded a defense-in-depth strategy, a principle that was covered in several of my ODU courses. As soon as I entered the installation, I was required to verify my identity using both my photograph and my badge, and I had to secure all my electronic equipment before going into restricted areas, as well as being given only the privileges necessary for the role I had been assigned. Yet I waited in the lobby for weeks before being admitted to the Special Access Program. Since I had signed an NDA and the work involved is highly sensitive, the paragraphs that follow will remain intentionally general in order to avoid revealing any confidential or restricted information.
As I mentioned earlier, during my first two weeks in the new onsite role, I spent my time in the lobby carrying out the training required by the human resources department. After that, I was given an explanation regarding the program and then granted access to the secured work area. In each room, there was a badge scanner as well as a PIN. I also took an orientation meeting at which I was informed about the company's history, how to report incidents, and even about tuition assistance. My manager also told me that he wanted me to become familiar with automation as well as with the firewalls that had been installed and configured. While I was at ODU, I managed to earn two major networking certifications, the CCNA and the CCNP Enterprise. These certifications tested my knowledge thoroughly by means of multiple-choice questions and practical exercises; yet I had undertaken only one software development course, which was focused on Python. At times I regret that I had taken fewer computer science courses; it would have helped me to get used to the shift towards automation. Moreover, I would like to be able to manage Linux servers. At the moment, I am preparing for the RHCSA exam provided by Red Hat. Towards the end of the week, I was given further access to a number of applications that are commonly used by networking engineers.
During the first week, I was asked to prepare several network diagrams. I can't state the name of the network or the routing protocols that were being used. This was a difficult situation because I did not know the location of the networking equipment. The only tool at my disposal was a spreadsheet with a range of IP addresses. The previous semester I took an introductory course on networking in which I had to draw a diagram of a school network, an experience which turned out to be helpful.
Yet I found it difficult to get rid of negative thoughts like "you don't belong here", "you're a failure", and "you're a fraud". One of my colleagues, a man of some age, told me that he wouldn't take the time to train me unless I was either intelligent or hardworking. This made me feel as though I had been judged right away. In the second week, I was in the server room and found the quantity of equipment rather confusing. When I tried to enter, my badge wouldn't work. The same colleague, that colleague, said to me, "Leave the server room if your badge doesn't work. Do you have the required access?" I felt very embarrassed. A little later that week, while my accounts were being set up so that I could have access to more networking and firewall devices, the colleague forgot my last name and reached behind me to pull my badge, saying, "Oh, your last name is Rodriguez, I thought it was Gonzales." When he reached behind me to grab my badge, I was so startled by what he had said that I responded physically by grabbing his shirt and then immediately stepping back, something which I realized was an inappropriate professional reaction. The colleague then called my supervisor to report the incident. My last thought was, "Have I just thrown away my last opportunity?"
Once my colleague had spoken to my supervisor, security took me to a different building and asked me to describe what had happened. I stated that the sudden physical contact had caused a strong fear reaction due to my military background. Over the next few days, they interviewed a number of people who had witnessed the incident. That evening I spoke to my mother about it, and she said that I was just like my father; she maintained that it was my fault for reacting as I had and told me that I should move on from what I had seen abroad. I told her that I truly do want to, but I just can't. I just can't. Each of them provided an account of the incident in which the colleague came up behind me and pulled my badge, stating that he had thought my last name was Gonzales. As a result, I was required to send several letters from my doctor at the Veterans Affairs hospital. By the end of the week, the head cybersecurity director met with me. She apologized to me and said that his words and actions had been wrong and that I would not be held responsible for what he had done; they knew that I had reacted out of fear and that I had grabbed him before quickly leaving the room.
The next day I went back to the secured work area and received a lot of glances. To get familiar with the surroundings, I asked questions, spoke to the senior engineers, and explored the network by using a variety of networking commands that I had learned as part of my preparation for the certifications. As I couldn't count on anyone to explain each and every component to me, I had to view the network as though it were a puzzle. Making use of the limited information at my disposal, I compared the configurations of the various devices, examined the routing information, and gradually developed a better understanding of how the systems communicated. In the meantime, I continued to work on the diagrams that had been provided to me; each new device or connection that I found gave me another piece of the complete picture. The process required patience because it wasn't possible to go through the area quickly or to make assumptions about systems that supported a major mission. Before reaching any conclusions, I had to make sure that the information I had gathered was correct and that my documentation was accurate.
This example made it clear to me what the difference is between passing a certification exam and actually working as a professional engineer. Even though the certifications gave me a useful foundation, a real enterprise network is not similar to a well-organized laboratory. In a laboratory, each device has a specific purpose, the instructions tell you exactly what is needed, and there is usually a correct answer. In a professional environment, on the other hand, the information might be incomplete, the documentation could be out of date, and the person who originally set up a device may have left the company. There could also be more than one way of dealing with the same problem, each method having different operational or security consequences. I came to the conclusion that an engineer's value lies not merely in knowing the commands; they also have to know when to use them, understand the possible consequences afterward, and be willing to stop and ask questions when the risk is high.
I also understood the reason why documentation is so important in the field of cybersecurity. When I was doing my internship before, documentation had appeared to me as extra work which took time away from the real technical tasks. However, at Northrop Grumman, I came to see that diagrams, spreadsheets, records of configuration, and procedures for making changes can all be used as security measures. Good documentation allows engineers to determine what should be on a network and to identify anything that doesn't belong on it; it also makes sure that knowledge is not held by just one employee, since if that employee is no longer available, the organization will still understand how its systems work. Poor documentation, on the other hand, can result in unnecessary downtime, cause engineers to repeat the same mistakes as before, and make it more difficult to detect unauthorized changes. Therefore, documenting a network is not something that is separate from protecting the network; rather, documentation is part of the protection.
The way I looked at physical security changed when I was working in a restricted environment. When I was working from home, my main focus was on technical safeguards like authentication, encryption, access control lists, and secure remote connections. In my new role, I realized how physical controls complemented those technical measures. A long password doesn't offer much protection if an unauthorized person is able to go into a server room. Encryption can't stop an employee from accidentally taking restricted information outside an approved area either. Simple actions such as wearing your badge properly, securing your workstation before leaving it, or questioning a stranger can all help to improve an organization's security. Although the security procedures at first seemed overwhelming, I eventually came to see that each one was in place because no single control is entirely effective. Cameras, guards, badges, PINs, training, policies, and technical access restrictions all work together as part of a defense-in-depth strategy.
A key lesson I picked up was the importance of managing my emotions and staying professional in unpleasant situations. The episode with my colleague was one of the most difficult experiences of my internship, and I don't believe that what he did was acceptable. At the same time, I needed to examine my own response. My history of having PTSD may explain the intense reaction I had when someone came up behind me, but I still have an obligation to keep my behavior under control in a professional environment. True personal development means not only acknowledging what the other person has done wrong but also thinking about how I can act differently if a similar situation comes up in the future. I have come to the conclusion that I should set my boundaries earlier, take action to get myself out of a situation before a confrontation escalates, and make use of the reporting procedures that are available to me. This does not mean that I have to tolerate disrespect; it means responding in a way that protects my career, my family, and the future that I have worked so hard to secure.
It was difficult to return to the secured work area after that incident, and on more than one occasion I wished that I could stay quiet and avoid all the other people because I believed they had already formed a negative opinion of me. Nevertheless, I continued to turn up, carrying out the training that had been given to me and learning as much as I could. I came to the conclusion that I could not influence all the things the other employees said about me, but I could take control of the quality of my work and the way I treated people afterward. As the days passed, I became less concerned about showing that I already knew everything and instead focused on demonstrating that I was willing to learn. It was better to ask a careful question than to pretend to understand a system and then make a serious mistake. This change in my attitude was important since, in my earlier career, I had on various occasions thought that asking for help would make others doubt my intelligence; I now know that responsible professionals recognize the limits of their own knowledge.
5. Application of Academic Knowledge
The experience I gained while working at both the USDA and Northrop Grumman revealed to me two very different types of work pressure. At the USDA, the pressure stemmed mainly from the large number of tickets, from customers becoming frustrated, and from management's desire to close incidents as quickly as possible. At Northrop Grumman, by contrast, the pressure came about because of the highly controlled way in which the work was carried out, since an error could have consequences that extended well beyond a single customer or office—the time I spent at the USDA had taught me how to work quickly, how to communicate with annoyed users, and how to troubleshoot a number of problems within strict time limits. At Northrop Grumman, I began to understand the value of working more slowly, of sticking to procedures, of keeping a record of what I did, and of considering the security implications of each decision. Both of these experiences contributed to my personal development: one had shown me how to deal with a high volume and a high degree of uncertainty, and the other had taught me the importance of precision, accountability, and the protection of sensitive systems.
This difference also showed me that cybersecurity professionals have to find a balance between availability, integrity, and confidentiality. At the USDA, customers mainly cared about availability since they wanted their internet connection to be restored immediately so that they could go on with their work. However, even if a service was restored quickly, it would still be unacceptable to turn off authentication or to ignore security procedures. In a defense environment, on the other hand, both confidentiality and integrity are equally important since either an unauthorized disclosure or a modification could have serious consequences. Although my studies had taught me about the cybersecurity triad in a classroom context, it was only during my internship that I realized how difficult it is in real life to strike a balance between these principles. Different people—such as users, managers, security staff, and engineers—have different priorities. A cybersecurity professional must therefore understand all these various points of view while at the same time refusing to take any shortcuts that might put the organization at risk.
The more familiar I got with the environment, the more evident it became that there was still a great deal for me to learn. Networking is increasingly making use of automation, software-defined systems, centralized management, and programmable interfaces. Even though my knowledge of routing and switching had allowed me to enter the profession, that knowledge alone would not be enough for the rest of my career. As my manager was interested in automation, I decided to return to Python and consider how scripting could reduce repetitive tasks and human error. I also continued to study Linux since a great many networking and cybersecurity tools are based on Linux systems. Instead of viewing these gaps in my knowledge as evidence that I wasn't suitable, I began to see them as a roadmap to my future development. The purpose of receiving an education was never to be given all the knowledge needed for the rest of one's life; it was to learn how to keep on learning after the course had ended.
Old Dominion University was instrumental in helping me to develop that ability. By means of technical laboratories, research papers, group discussions, and a range of courses across different subjects, I acquired the skills needed to deal with new kinds of problems. I did, however, find some of the assignments rather frustrating since the instructions never gave a ready-made solution; at the time, I thought the assignments were unnecessarily difficult. Yet, when looking back, I realize that these experiences were valuable in preparing me for situations where I had no instructor to tell me what command to enter next. The research papers also taught me how to gather information, assess whether a source was reliable, and explain technical matters to people who had different levels of experience. These skills proved useful when I had to explain network problems to customers, defend my troubleshooting decisions to my supervisors, and communicate with engineers from other fields.
6. Leadership, Management, and Workplace Culture
The two workplaces also gave me contrasting examples of leadership. At the USDA, leadership frequently measured performance through ticket counts and closure speed. That approach created urgency, but it sometimes reduced motivation because complex or out-of-scope problems were treated as if they should be resolved as quickly as routine incidents. I performed best when expectations were clear and when supervisors recognized the difference between a delayed ticket and poor effort. At Northrop Grumman, leadership placed greater emphasis on access controls, documentation, security procedures, and the consequences of technical changes. My manager’s interest in automation gave me a concrete development goal and motivated me to return to Python and Linux. The organization’s response to a workplace conflict also demonstrated that leadership includes investigating facts, applying policy, and protecting employees while still requiring accountability. These experiences taught me that my experiences have had a similar effect on the kind of leader I hope to become. Even though I have worked for some people who inspired me, I have also encountered leadership that focused more on criticism and on personalities than on the development of employees. From this, I have realized that possessing technical knowledge on its own is not sufficient to make someone an effective leader. A good leader should make their expectations clear, consider the pressures that employees are under, and handle problems by correcting them without humiliating them. As I progress in my career in cybersecurity, I hope to become a leader who makes people accountable while at the same time giving them guidance, respect, and the chance to improve. I want the people working with me to feel challenged, but I must never leave the impression that one mistake decides either their abilities or their future.gh7. Motivation, personal development, and resilience. Motivation was a central topic during the entire internship. When I was at the USDA, my motivation came from being able to deal with problems that had a real impact on people and from seeing the networking knowledge I had actually led to immediate outcomes. At Northrop Grumman, I was motivated by the mission, the technical complexity, the opportunity to learn from experienced engineers, and the prospect of building a stable future for my son. I did experience some discouragement, especially when I came across criticism, uncertainty, or a difficult interaction at work, but this did not determine the semester. Every time I went back to my work, finished another training requirement, solved another problem, or acquired a better understanding of the environment, my confidence grew. The internship in the end reinforced my desire to complete my bachelor’s degree, to go on to graduate study, and to continue developing my skills in Linux, network automation, and firewall technologies to continue developing in Linux, network automation, and firewall technologies.
7. Motivation, Professional Growth, and Resilience 
The internship had a significant effect on the way I see success. In the past, I sometimes regarded success as a title, a salary, a certificate, or a degree. While such achievements are important, particularly considering the difficulties I had to overcome, they do not give the full picture. To me, success has meant staying at ODU after I had dropped out at one of the lowest points in my life. It has meant raising my son while also doing my assignments and working full time. It has meant acknowledging that I needed help rather than carrying on the illusion that I could handle all the problems by myself. It also meant going back to work following an embarrassing event and deciding not to let one tough week determine the rest of my future. Although these experiences will never show up on a résumé, they do show the personal. Above all, the internship taught me that my earlier failures did not permanently determine what I was capable of achieving. At the age of eighteen, I had decided that my choice to leave the Navy nuclear program meant that I was incapable of succeeding in a difficult technical field. Years later, I earned certifications in networking and cybersecurity, finished the upper-level university courses, and was selected to work on advanced systems at a major defense contractor. It didn't erase my past, but it changed the way that past was interpreted. My previous experiences had shown that a person can fail, struggle, receive treatment, go back to school, and then follow a new path. The route I had taken had by no means been a straight one, and there had been numerous instances when I had almost given up. Nevertheless, each difficulty had made me more patient, more self-aware, and more determinedly When I first joined college I was searching for proof that I was still intelligent and capable of achieving something important; but now, as I approach the end of my studies, I no longer need my degree to prove that I have value—instead, the degree now represents the effort I put in as I rebuilt my life. It stands as a symbol of the nights I spent studying after looking after my son, of the assignments I completed while working a full-time job, of the technical difficulties for which I never gave up, and of all the instances when I got back on my feet after having thought that I had failed. Even though Stanley was correct in saying that the storms of life test a person, today I would add something else: storms don't just test a person; they can also reveal what that person has built. The internship has proved that I have gained a more solid technical background, a more mature professional attitude, and the determination to keep moving forward regardless of the challenges that lie ahead. Determination to keep moving forward no matter what challenges lie ahead.
8. Career and Educational Goals
I am certain that once I have finished my bachelor’s degree, my educational journey will by no means be over. Since technology is advancing so rapidly, it is impossible for any cybersecurity professional to stop learning. I intend to keep improving my abilities in Linux, automation, networking, and firewalls, and at the same time carry on with further education and obtain additional certifications. Moreover, I also hope that one day I will be able to use my own experiences to teach or mentor somebody who feels that they don't belong in the field of technology. I am very aware of the feeling of being in a classroom, at the workplace, or during an interview and thinking that all the other people are more qualified. A good mentor does not have to eliminate all the difficulties, but such a person can help someone come to the realization that having problems with a subject does not mean that they are incapable of learning it.
Now that I am about to graduate, I have set myself a new aim—deciding that I want to carry out my graduate studies at Old Dominion University. Throughout my earlier years and my academic journey, getting a postgraduate degree had been nothing more than a dream. While others seemed to suit themselves for having a master's degree, I had always felt, because of my low self-esteem, that I would never manage to achieve such a thing. Having surmounted all the difficulties I encountered in my very first class at ODU, when I wrote my first line of code or when I first carried out a Linux task, and also considering my professional experience of being ignored and being given tasks that were meant to make me struggle by my employers, I am now brave enough to take on this challenge. My aunt used to say over and over again: Daniel, education is the way out of poverty.
Pursuing a master’s degree would allow me to continue developing the technical and leadership skills I began building during my internship, which are needed to combat cyber threats on a global scale. My experiences at the USDA and Northrop Grumman showed me that cybersecurity professionals must understand more than individual tools or commands; they have to see the big picture, they have to be able to zoom out, and they must be leaders and subject matter experts. The digital realm is constantly evolving, and cybercriminals are more creative, as well as national security is being threatened. I want to lead the next generation of cybersecurity professionals. From being the medic who would train other soldiers on how to conduct basic life-sustaining care, I want to be the leader who trains subordinates and peers on technical and risk assessments to protect digital assets and data.
9. Conclusion
To sum up, the 150-hour internship I completed brought together my education, certificates, work history, military experience, and personal life in a manner that no single course could achieve. While at the USDA, I gained the skills to troubleshoot under pressure, to communicate with customers, to manage a heavy workload, and to maintain security even when others were concentrating on speed. At Northrop Grumman, I started to understand how networking functions in a highly controlled environment where physical security, access control, documentation, and professional judgment are all of equal importance. I also acquired hard lessons concerning workplace conflict, mental health, accountability, and resilience. It has become clear to me that cybersecurity is not merely a set of devices, applications, and commands; it is a continuous process that involves people, technology, procedures, communication, and trust.

