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a diverse field of leading PR practitioners. They learn the latest skills, big-picture
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Students attend a lecture at West Virginia University's Reed College of Media

A Master’s Degree in Public Relations
Offers Students More Than Just PR

By Mark Renfree

The relationship between public relations
and academia all started at the master’s
level. So it’s perhaps fitting that it’s in the
nation’s graduate programs that working
practitioners and recently graduated college
students undergo a sort of metamorphosis
to better align their skills with the kaleido-
scopic reality of the field.

It wasn’t until 1947 that Boston University
offered the first degree in public relations;
it was a graduate degree. While other aca-
demic courses were taught on the subject
well before 1947, it was at the graduate level
that PR became truly inducted into aca-
demia.

“Communications is still sort of a newer
field—even 10 or 20 years ago there were
hardly even degrees in communication,” said
Dr. Rebecca Heino, executive director, senior
lecturer, Communication Division, with the
School of Professional Studies at Columbia
University.
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Since public relations’ admission into the
ivory tower, the number of universities teach-
ing the subject—at both the undergraduate
and graduate level—has grown to where
you’d be hard-pressed to enter a university
today and not find a PR track.

Between the years of 2000 and 2011
alone, the number of graduate PR programs
nearly tripled, according to a 2011 study by
the Commission on Public Relations Edu-
cation. As the discipline continues to gain
traction at American colleges, the reality of
the workplace awaiting graduating students
remains elusively fluid. The lines between
fields that were once happy to be tucked
away in their respective silos are becoming
increasingly blurred.

“There were components of the program
that you would expect to find in a MBA
program, like finance and accounting for
PR practitioners,” said Pickering, director,
corporate communications with Cone Com-
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munications and adjunct professor at The
George Washington University.

While enrolled at George Washington,
Pickering said that part of his business fun-
damentals class was to design an agency’s
business plan from start to finish.

“I worked in the NGO (non-governmental
organization) space for about 10 years be-
fore joining Cone Communications. | learned
enough in the master’s program to jump in
and develop budgets for hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars, manage staff, bill hours and
all those things you might not learn other-
wise,” Pickering said.

Students enrolled in the Boston University College of Communication
Master’s in Public Relations program work on a project.

People are now coming to the discipline
from a variety of backgrounds to satisfy the
changing needs of the workplace. The cliché
is the journalist turning to PR to find deliver-
ance from a stagnant and rapidly shrinking
media industry —or so the story goes.

“l set out to have a career in journalism,
but | didn’t see that as a sustainable career,”
said Grace Bello, brand marketing content
manager, Jack Morton Worldwide and cur-
rent student in Columbia University’s Strate-
gic Communications graduate program.

Even though Bello’s area of undergrad-
uate study and work experience weren’t in
PR, she found similarities in the discipline
that played to her strengths.

“I realized that a master’s degree was a
great way to pivot from journalism to mar-
keting and communications. | approached
my career with a humanities mindset and |
really needed to be able to be approach my
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work with a business mindset,” said Bello.

While the journalist-turned-PR-pro trope
isn’t a significant leap because of the reli-
ance in both professions on a keen editorial
sensibility, strong narrative ability and pris-
tine writing, it’s but one truth among many.
As the discipline has grown to envelope a
broader spectrum of necessary skills, so too
has a need for more versatile teams.

“What I’'m looking for as an employer is
someone who’s not going to be high main-
tenance, someone who’s going to at least
know the basics,” said Gail L. Moaney,
managing partner and director of travel and
lifestyle, Finn Partners and adjunct professor
with New York University. “[A graduate de-
gree] shows a higher understanding because
they’ve had to take ethics classes and deal
with crises. There are a lot of things they
learn in a graduate program and they come
here better equipped to be part of the team.”

Besides being more versatile, practi-
tioners are now expected to be more global
as well. Larry Parnell, associate professor
and program director, Masters in Strategic
Public Relations at The George Washington
University, saw this need and developed a
global residency program to address it.

Aaron Pickering

Director, Corporate Communications
Cone Communications

Graduate School: The George
Washington University

Master’s in Strategic Public Relations

When it came time to do my capstone project | chose

to do it for the organization | worked for at the time.

| was an entry-level communications person at this
nonprofit and | spent 12 weeks working on a strategic
communications and public relations plan and they
actually allowed me to execute it. Which is kind of mind-
blowing. But it resulted in hundreds of media placements,
dozens of op-eds and speaking engagements for our
thought leaders. It was really great to see that application
in real life. It gave me a kind of confidence and
experience that | may not have gotten otherwise.

“As an elective you can spend a week
working in London, Brussels, Istanbul, Jo-
hannesburg and Sao Paulo,” said Parnell.

© PR News




“When students come back they’re able to
say to an employer that they have a better
understanding of Asia, Latin America or

Western Europe, and that’s a huge leg up.”

The internet connected the world and
made global communications a necessity for
PR, but it’s also what’s driving much of the
changes in the discipline. As digital age con-
tinues to push the world forward along fiber
optic cables, it’s becoming more and more
of a necessity for practitioners to have the
ability to tap into a broad field of knowledge.

“If you look at marketing, it’s always been
more based on targeting demographics and
analytics and that’s come into our discipline,”
said Barri Rafferty, partner, president at
Ketchum. “Whether you’re in a big corpora-
tion or a small agency you’re still running a
business, so business and accounting class-
es are becoming more important too.”

PR is always changing.
Obtaining a master’s degree
can help practitioners

and recently graduated
undergrads adapt to the
constantly evolving discipline.

A longtime broadcast journalist who made
the jump to communications was looking for
a master’s program that was very consumer
focused and data driven. Ryan Nolan, global
public relations program manager, Johnson
Controls, Building Efficiency, went into West
Virginia University’s program to expand his
knowledge of marketing and communica-
tions, but he also challenged himself with a
healthy dose of business and public policy
coursework too.

“| wanted to vary my experience through
this program and take different electives,”
said Nolan. “That’s why | took entrepre-
neurship in integrated marketing communi-
cations. It really gave you a good business
flavor by teaching you how to set up a small
business online.”

Kinya Harte

Senior Manager of Communications
Lymphoma Research Foundation
Graduate School: Kent State University
Master’s in Journalism & Mass
Communications, Public Relations
Concentration

| remember that after getting my bachelors degree | felt
that just having the bachelor’s was enough. But now |
feel like in some industries having a bachelor’s is like
having a high school diploma. Now my organization
and my supervisors see the value in my obtaining a
graduate degree and how I'll be able to help carry

out our mission here at the Lymphoma Research
Foundation. And if | ever decide to move on, having
that master’s is going to help me land a job anywhere.
Getting the degree was one of the best decisions | ever
made in my life and I'm using it every single day at
work.

Echoing what many in the public relations
discipline already know, Nolan said that in his
work for Johnson Controls his team needs to
measure everything to show his executives
that they’re moving the proverbial needle.

“That’s one of the reasons a lot of prac-
titioners, like myself, are going back to
school,” said Nolan. “So much business
these days is done online and so much is
social media driven, so | thought an SEO
and web metrics course was an optimal
subject to study.”
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REED COLLEGE OF MEDIA

LEADING THE
WORLD IN
INNOVATIVE
ONLINE EDUCATION.

Characterized by access to the most current thinking and
innovative methods in the field, WVU Reed College of
Media’s Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) degree
program is available to anyone, anywhere in the world.

And now we’ve been named one of the best in the world.

WVU’s Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) graduate
program has been named the 2015 Qutstanding Online Program
by the Online Learning Consortium, the leading professional
organization devoted to advancing the quality of online learning
worldwide. The program also has been named a finalist for
PRWeek’s 2016 PR Education Program of the Year award.

Learn more: imc.wvu.edu/pr-news

MOUNTAINEERS
GO FIRST..

WVU’s IMC program

is headquartered in

the newly constructed
Evansdale Crossing, also
home to the College of
Media’s new Media
Innovation Center.

WA IMC MASTER'S PROGRAR NARED
OUTSTANDING
ONLINE PROGRAM
2015
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Larry Parnell, associate professor and program director, Master’s in Strategic Public Relations at The George Washington University, addressing

a PR class.

Chad Mezera, director of online pro-
grams, West Virginia University Reed Col-
lege of Media, recognized this shift in the
industry as well.

“With some of the changes that have
happened in the industry itself, PR folks
have been asked to do more, to wear more
hats,” said Mezera.

Especially with people going back to
school to further their education in the face
of such industry changes, choosing the field
of graduate study can be difficult.

“One thing | learned overall at Kent State is
that public relations in and of itself is immersed
in everything,” said Kinya Harte, senior man-
ager of communications, Lymphoma Research
Foundation. “So people who are trying to
decide between focusing on PR or getting an
MBA will learn that the master’s in PR will let
them apply their skills to any industry.”

But the simple fact that proves much of the
need for graduate-level learning is that many
undergraduate programs are struggling to
provide their students with a public relations
curriculum that spans these disparate topics.

A 2015 study of Arthur W. Page Society
members—a professional association of
senior public relations executives and edu-
cators—found agreement among senior PR
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professionals on the importance of business
education for budding practitioners. However,
researchers discovered that educators should
place a greater focus on introductory busi-
ness topics in undergraduate PR curricula.

Rebecca Francis Ballard

Head of External Communications
Hill+Knowlton Strategies

Graduate School: American University
Master’s in Public Communication

| wasn’t really sure what | was looking
for when | started looking for graduate programs. | knew

| wanted a strong alumni network of people who went
from the program into the professional space. While | was
in the program, the academic experience provided by the
professors was augmented so much by what | learned
from my fellow graduate students. This was a diverse
group of people who really pushed pause to dive into the
theory and the research that underpins communications.
We were a mixture of young professionals from
communications, career changers and others were

deep into a military career who took this as a sabbatical
opportunity. To tap into their experiences and insights into
various careers was something | benefited from daily.
Getting my master’s replaced a few years of experience
that | didn’t have for that next job after graduation. The
coursework and the portfolio you walk out with and

the real-world application that you’re doing in school
replaced that few years of experience for me.
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The authors of the study cited the expan-
sion of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
as an area that required a more nuanced
understanding of “the business of business.”
They argue that without such an under-
standing, those working in CSR wouldn’t
be able to implement the kind of long-term
strategies that the work demands.

Going into her master’s program, Niki
Zoli had no idea that her graduate studies at
American University would eventually lead
her to CSR work.

Barri Rafferty

Partner, President

Ketchum

Graduate School: Boston University
Master’s in Corporate
Communications

When | decided to do PR | realized | should go learn more
about the discipline. I looked for schools that had specific
programs at the time. When | came out, because of my
part-time work and my graduate degree | was able to
skip the entry level. | think | had a better perspective in
writing for the discipline. At the time it was an important
skill. | also learned marketing and it allowed me to have
more of a business mindset. But in this field, whether you
go to grad school or not, you have to be an avid learner
and be consistently curious. If you’re not dabbling in and
understanding the new technologies, and not on social
media yourself, it’s really hard to keep up..

“I came from Texas, drove cross-country
in a U-Haul and settled right on the edge
of the beltway in Washington, D.C.,” she
explained. “In that first job | met some really
inspiring people and expanded my horizon.
I met people like Archbishop Desmond Tutu
and Jesse Jackson. All because my contact
at American University opened a door for me
at Discovery.”

Peers often prove to be just as essential
and informative a resource to a master’s
student’s growth as the faculty.

“You’ll be in a classroom with people who
are working on The Hill, for major Fortune
500s or NGOs and you get this really differ-
ent perspective on PR from learning from the
people around you,” said Pickering.

Inherent in the nature of graduate pro-
grams is that they attract a variety of people
coming from different stages of their careers.
Compiling all those experiences into a single
classroom can have an incredible effect on
students.

“l had a great mix of professionals on the
younger side and the older side and they had
a lot of different experiences,” said Nolan.

“l learned probably as much from my fellow
classmates as | did from my professors.”

After obtaining her degree, she made a
decision not to pursue a job with an agency,
and through a contact from the university,
landed a job with Discovery Channel’s Glob-
al Education Fund (now known as the Global
Education Partnership).

“| was able to take the experience | had
studying PR as well as cause marketing and
apply it to my role at Discovery Channel,”
said Zoli. “Ultimately, that job was CSR and
a better fit for me.”

Zoli’s graduate education proved to be the
launching pad for the rest of her career. The
work in the classroom allowed her to thrive in
the organizations she joined post-graduation,
but the professional network of professors
and students proved just as important.
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Niki Zoli

Director, Social Responsibility

and Community Engagement
Marriott International

Graduate School: American University
Master’s in Public Communication

When [ finished graduate school and | started
interviewing with PR agencies | quickly realized it
wasn’t exactly what | wanted. | had a contact through
American University with someone who was working
at Discovery Channel and they said there was an
opening there. So | was able to take some of the
experience | had gained working and studying PR

with an international perspective. There’s definitely

an element of PR in the work that I've done over the
years. When people ask me about getting into jobs in
CSR, | say don’t limit yourself to pursuing a job with
that title. There are many other jobs that you can get
at companies today that are related to CSR. | could say
the same about public relations. It’s not like you get a
master’s and need to go into an agency. There are many
ways to use the degree.
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Educators who continue to work in PR are of the workplace, they have experience

a valuable resource enjoyed by many univer- working at the executive level.

sities across the academic spectrum. These Dr. Rebecca Heino said that in Columbia
faculty members provide access to valuable University’s Strategic Communications grad-
networks that have the potential to open uate program, potential students are looking
doors for students. for the skills they need to effectively work

with the C-suite.

“With some of the changes ) .

that have happened in the Ryan Monell

industry itself, PR folks have Communications Director

been asked to do more. wear New York City Council Member Rafael
h " Chad M’ Salamanaca

more ats . - . a ) ezera, Graduate School: Current student at

West Virginia University Reed Columbia University

College of Media " Master's in Strategic Communications

The program has a very diverse group of students who
act as a really good springboard to help find those best
practices that can span across industries. We get a really
good foundation in theory and learning how to think
outside the box, but then the professors apply it to the

“For me, one of the biggest wins about
getting that master’s was that it made me a
member of an additional network of profes-

sionals in the industry, in Washington, D.C., day-to-day practical work that we’re all doing every day.
and in the broader world community, which It’s really cool to get all this information from class on a
can be powerful in so many ways,” said Saturday and go back to work on Monday and be able
Rebecca Francis Ballard, head of external to apply it directly to what I’'m working on. It’s incredible
communications, Hill+Knowlton Strategies. to be able to do both at once. Going forward, the power

of communications and being a strong communicator is
going to be incredibly valuable. | really wanted to be in a
position where | can be set out from the pack and that’s
what’s happening.

“They ask ‘how do | get a seat at the table
and how do | understand what’s going on at
the table once | have a seat there?’ That’s
a totally different thing than learning how to
execute tactics,” Heino said of how grad-
uate programs often build on a student’s

Columbia University’s Master’s in Strategic Communication students previous eXperience-
collaborating in the classroom. However important the study of funda-
mental PR tactics is to the professional

“The power of that network extends from the growth of the individual, there’s still a kind

guest lecturers we had in class who were of art to dealing with superiors that working

the best in their field, to a talent pipeline that practitioners can offer students in graduate

| can now tap back into as someone who’s classrooms.

looking for junior talent.” “It's not like you’re dealing with a profes-
Beyond the value of expanding one’s sor who doesn’t have any real-world, ‘I've

professional network, working profession- got to go down to see the boss’ experi-

als who double as educators offer another, ence,” said GWU'’s Parnell.

perhaps more essential, benefit to students. “| was getting feedback about the pro-

They not Only understand the CompleXitieS gram from Co“eagues Who are Senior ex-
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ecutives saying that their new hires had to (— )
understand the business better, they didn’t ' SaIING AT

L . Global Public Relations Program
know how to leverage the right things,” said

Manager
Parnell. “Dealing with clients and bosses is Johnson Controls, Building Efficiency
one of those things.”

Graduate School: West Virginia

One of the things that sets many public “hwm  University
relations programs apart is a combination of Master's in Integrated Marketing
practical application and empirical research. Communications
Boston University, where PR education One of the reasons | wanted to pursue the master’s
began all those years ago, is home to the degree is so | could stand out in the crowd. It’s a crowded
cutting edge of the discipline’s research. field and profession with a lot of practitioners, but not

everyone has a master’s degree. I'd like to advance my
career down the road and this degree sets me apart and
puts me in a better position. It also lets my bosses know

“If you are doing the research and you’re
doing it well, then you know an awful lot

about that topic,” said Dr. Don Wright, I'm extremely interested in my job. It shows that extra
Harold Burson professor and chair of public dedication to the field. And from a strategic standpoint it's
relations at The College of Communication, really opened my eyes to different types of PR initiatives
Boston University. The depth of knowledge that | can do, whether that’s social media, digital PR or
that researchers bring into the classroom different ways to work with the media.

can help bring a student’s understanding of ) ’
the discipline to the next level. you know what communications is. You’ve

done the crisis classes, you’ve done all those
things and what you need to know now you

“l learned probably as much can’t get from a textbook,” said Moaney.
from my fellow classmates Many find the time and effort needed to
as | did from my professors.” graduate from a master’s program well worth
— Ryan Nolan, Johnson it.

Controls, Building Efficiency “| was able to quickly pivot to a leader-

ship role in a nonprofit after graduation,”
said Pickering.

The differences between undergraduate
and graduate coursework are what make
that leap possible.

“It really prepared you to be a valuable
contributor, not just in a PR or marketing
role, but really in an overall leadership role,”
Pickering said.

That’s what employers are looking for

The ability for graduate programs to teach
students how to turn theory into practice
helps to differentiate them from their peers
in the job market. Not only is their under-
standing of theory greater than many in the
industry, they already have the ability to go
beyond the textbook.

“When you get to a certain level in your
university career you've read all the textbooks,

Types of PR Graduate Degrees and Courses of Study

In researching PR graduate programs available in the United States, one fact kept popping up no matter which
university PR News looked at. Regardless of the industry you come from—or the one you want to break into—
there’s a program out there offering the information needed to thrive in any of the disparate corners of the
discipline. Looking to move into the nonprofit sector? Take courses like nonprofit and association communications
strategies or public relations in nonprofit settings. Is politics your passion? Check out a political marketing course
or go even further with a political management degree. Want to enhance your data and analytics skill? Many
schools offer entire programs dedicated to the subject on top of the web metrics and SEO courses that are now
ubiquitous. No matter what topic you want to become an expert in, there’s a program out there to satiate even the
most ravenous of PR minds.
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10 Graduate Education Guide for Communicators © PR News



when they hire individuals for more senior It’s as simple as that,” said Moaney. “Why

positions. They want leadership and dedica- wouldn’t I want to hire somebody with more
tion to the discipline that other people with- credential for the same price salary-wise.”
out a master’s might not have, Heino said. It's inevitable that somewhere along the

“If somebody walks in with a master’s | line a master’s degree will help set a can-
know they’ve had that opportunity to in- didate apart from the rest. And even in the
teract with a diverse group of people from whirlwind that is life in PR, there are worse
different industries,” said Ballard. “Having a ways to spend your evenings.

master’s is definitely something | consider
when hiring because it proves that. It’s one
of the many things that sets you apart.”

“Guess what, these two years are going
to pass whether you’re doing something
with your evenings or not. Two years from

Differentiation can be a powerful thing in now you won’t even remember these eve-
a labor market as crowded as PR. nings, but what you will remember is the
“A master’s degree is a differentiator. credential you earned,” said Moaney. B
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