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Abstract
My former student approaches me at a bar and claims college was a waste of money. I agree. It was a waste of money—for him. This chapter outlines how students may fail at college even if they pass their courses and earn their degree. This introductory chapter emphasizes the importance of strategically approaching college to become a marketable job candidate upon graduation. It highlights the competitive job market for communication graduates and introduces the concept that one can “fail college” even while earning a degree if they don’t gain relevant experience and skills. The chapter provides practical advice on crafting an effective resume, building campus connections, investing in trade publications, and avoiding common pitfalls like academic dishonesty. It concludes with an overview of upcoming chapters and action steps for readers to begin enhancing their marketability.
Keywords
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You have been accepted into your dream school’s communication program. Rejoice. Public relations. Sports media. Journalism. Future filmmakers. Regardless of your major, this is an exciting time for you to launch your career. This book is about taking a strategic approach to college and how to transition into an emerging professional. Think about your major as if it were your favorite band. You might not like all the albums produced by your favorite artist. Nor will you enjoy every class you take in college. You won’t like every song in your band’s catalogue, especially the deep cuts. And just like some songs, you won’t enjoy every assignment you have to suffer through at your university. But this is still your favorite band. And your college experience is going to be awesome.
This book has one overall thesis to help you make the most of your time on campus and land your future dream job: you can fail college even if you are granted a degree. The problem is some students never take the steps to transition into a professional. This is an issue I battle each semester, particularly with students when they begin taking advanced-level courses. First-year and sophomores like professors who micromanage their assignments, crafting a million checkpoints so students cannot veer off the path. They appreciate grading rubrics that outline how every point is earned, while receiving feedback until the assignment is completed. This is helpful as you begin your career. My intro-level courses include these steps to support you as you develop your critical thinking skills. But soon the training wheels need to be removed.
When you graduate, your boss will feed you assignments with minimal checkpoints. They assume you know what you are doing. That’s why they hired you! What your company seeks is an employee with creative autonomy. Someone with advanced critical thinking skills who understands how to complete work without constant supervision. As one of my students said, “They don’t want a lost puppy.” While it’s expected that you can and should ask questions to complete your work, you’ll need to understand your roles and responsibilities. You’ll learn how you should fill the workday hours. More importantly, you’ll know what assignment you should work on next without asking the dreaded: “What do you think I should do?” Here’s an analogy to help you make sense of it.
On the one hand, I have race car drivers in my classes who are ready to turn pro. They are tired of playing college and prepared to earn their paycheck. These individuals are emerging juniors or seniors who are actually offended if I put up stop signs to check their progress to their destination. They don’t want ten micro-deadlines throughout the semester for the research project. They consider all the tasks they’ve completed through coursework, campus media, and internships. They can read my assignment overview, student work samples, and the grading rubric. More importantly, they won’t idle through the semester if they have a question about an assignment, waiting for another classmate to ask it. They are proactive. If they don’t understand, they’ll ask questions for clarity. These students are prepared to graduate.
On the other hand, I have students in my classes driving a station wagon. These students prefer checkpoints along the ride. It’s safer. Worse, they wait until the week of the assignment’s deadline to even begin the project. There’s no accountability or responsibility for their procrastination. Easy to blame others—their group members or the professor—if the car they’ve been driving only has three wheels. Unfortunately, these individuals idle through the semester, failing to ask questions along the journey, lacking the critical thinking skills to discover the missing fourth wheel. It’s truly a self-assessment moment when all the drivers realize what car they are controlling on their career path. Well, good citizens, what car are you currently driving?
Soon you’ll arrive at your destination: commencement. But please remember that your degree is only an entry-point for your career path. Basically, what the bouncer scans at the employment gates. Will your degree have value? Are you a qualified candidate for an open position? It’s important to investigate your competition. What may surprise you is 2 million bachelor’s degrees are awarded in the United States every year.1
By the time you graduate, 8–10 million college students will have transitioned into entry-level workers. Your competition is accumulating approximately four years of professional experience by the time you shake hands with your university president and accept your diploma. For the communications fields, 11 percent of 2 million—220,000—college graduates will be your competition for jobs each year. Job portals on employment sites like LinkedIn average about 2600 communication jobs at any moment. Simply, there’s roughly 1 job for every 85 recent communication graduate applicants. This number is deceiving.
Most individuals on the job market don’t realize a harsh reality: they are not qualified applicants. And these stats should make you raise a critical question: What will separate you on the job market from the student sitting next to you? From the students graduating across the country every year? How will you be a more attractive job candidate than the students who secured their first gig and are already gaining industry experience will you’re sleeping through the theory readings? This book is about becoming a marketable commodity. In other words, don’t be like Brad.
Bar Fight: Brad Confronts His Former Professor
I’ve been teaching at the college level since 2009, witnessing the career trajectory of hundreds of students. But the one student who stands out from the crowd is a former journalism major named Brad. Every blue moon, I’ll run into former students when I’m at a bar listening to a local band. It’s nice. Until the day that I was confronted by Brad.
I’m at the bar, minding my own business, like I always do, when I get a tap on the shoulder. Brad looked angry. I smiled and asked him to pull up a stool and let me buy him a drink. He had just finished an admirable ten-hour shift at the construction site. Interesting. It may have taken him six years, but I remember celebrating when he walked stage at commencement. I asked if he was the communication manager at the construction company. No. He grips my shoulder and said: “College was a waste of time. Yeah, I got a couple of interviews, but I could never get a job. Communications? I should have majored in something practical. Law. Accounting. This journalism degree is worthless.” To his surprise, I agreed with him.
“Brad, college was a waste of time. For you,” I said. Brad was stunned. Over the next several hours, I outlined how Brad wasted his college experience. How his degree was better served as a coaster for my drink. I’ll outline his pitfalls throughout the remaining chapters. It’s the crux of this book: how not to fail college like the Brads of the world.
Remember: your degree is the gatekeeper. A college diploma is the minimum standard for entrance at the career party. So don’t be discouraged when you read numbers like 220,000 communication graduates per year. About half of those graduates are students like Brad who have minimal chance of securing a job in this field. Who you need to worry about is Barbara. Students like Barbara are the final boss of your favorite video game. They will likely slaughter you on the job market. Their credentials are impressive. Now is an opportune time for a very important career self-assessment: Is your career tracking in the footsteps of Brad or Barbara?

Filtering Through Resume Slush Piles
How can you possibly know where you stand? Examine your resume. What does it look like to you? More importantly, what will it look like to hiring managers? Put yourself in their position and examine the stack of 85 communication majors’ resumes on the desk. Do you think it’s easy to shred through this slush pile? Easier than you think. Seconds. I blurred out the details to protect each student’s identity. Pay attention to the look on the page:
[image: A blurred screenshot of a resume document. The text includes sections such as "Experience," "Objective," "Skills," "References," and "Education." The document lists job titles, company names, locations, and responsibilities. The education section mentions Susquehanna University and Upper St. Clair High School. The resume outlines skills in communication and social media, with references and contact information partially visible.]
The first round of weeding out candidates is not rocket science. You can immediately tell who put effort into their resume. In the three resumes featured above, you would move two and three to further consideration. The first skimpy resume gets dumped. How about the next batch:
[image: A screenshot displaying three different resume templates side by side. Each resume features sections such as "Education," "Work Experience," "Skills," and "Objective." The text is mostly blurred, but headings are visible. The layouts vary, with some using bold and colored headings for emphasis. The resumes include bullet points and structured formatting to organize information.]
Again. Give me the middle and right candidate’s resume for review. One more time:
[image: Screenshot of a resume with sections for digital skills, hobbies, work experience, education, and objectives. Digital skills include "a little Photoshop" and photographing. Hobbies mention playing football and baseball, and watching the Eagles. Work experience lists roles such as sales associate at Déjà Vu Boutique. Education includes a major in sports media from Susquehanna University. The objective is to have an important role in a company. Essential digital skills include proficiency in Adobe Creative Suite and Microsoft Office.]
Easy. Only the middle candidate. As much as listing that you like playing football is enticing to hiring managers, this fact will not get you the job. Being the captain of the football team is actually a sweet little talking point for future interviews. Your athletic experiences should be promoted. But you need more substance than “a little photo shop” or “I like watch the eagles.” While this bad sentence is irrelevant to hiring managers, typos are death. You should have your campus Career Development Office representative who specializes in job market materials inspect your job application materials. Or visit The Writing Center to give you a better objective than “Have an important role with a company.” What does that even mean? Yet, these are very real examples of resumes students produce for my Digital Media Essentials course.
I walk my students through this process to demonstrate the career game: the hiring manager doesn’t need all day to find candidates. There’s a stack of eager workers’ credentials in front of them. And if you were in this person’s boots, who would you consider? The advice I give to my students is that they should aim for two bullet points per semester to add to their resume. But I’m a first-year student! I don’t have anything to add to my resume! Yes, you do.

Becoming a Marketable Commodity: Craft Your Resume
Start building your resume with the high school version of you. This file opens with your contact information at the top, followed by either an objective or summary of skills. But what do you write here? You’ll borrow this lingo from the job posting. The company where you want to work or intern will create an advertisement for the position. Typically, the organization’s first line will read: “XX company seeks a digital media specialist to create graphics for client social media campaigns.” What do you write for your summary? Think logical: “I’m a digital media specialist who specializes in social media graphics within XX industry.” Following the objective, your resume includes details about your education: majors, minors, and anticipated graduate date. You can list your high school and class rank for now to help flood the page with background details.
Take some time to reflect on your work and internship experiences: even those lousy first jobs are relevant. Dishwashing. Serving coffee. Stocking shelves. But frame these jobs in terms of soft skills. You were not a bumbling cashier at the local grocery store. You have strong interpersonal communication, organizational, and attention-to-detail skills. List your work experience from most recent gig to your first job. Any jobs with less than six months experience you should omit—nobody cares that you worked at the grocery store for three weeks around the holidays. After your work and internship experience, add a section listing key technical skills. But we’re only two weeks into the semester, Dr. G! Good. Then you should have access to the syllabi for all your classes. Review your syllabi and take note of the learning objectives, goals, and assignments. This is going to be ammo for your resume.
This is exactly the motto: “Fake it ‘til you make it.” You don’t have these skills… yet. But by the time this semester ends, you’ll have working knowledge in these digital skills and industry standard software. So, use the information from your class syllabi for a few bullet points for digital skills. Working knowledge structuring and designing websites in HTML & CSS. Working knowledge from import through export video editing with Adobe Premiere Pro.
Add separate subheads for community service or extra curriculars like Boy Scouts, athletics, and on-campus clubs. Your final sections will note awards, professional achievements, and certificates. You’ll close your resume with three professional references: name, title, and contact information. Even if I’m your professor, you are not guaranteed a reference from me. Take the time to invest in developing relationships with faculty at your university.
How do develop relationships? Visit our offices to talk about your career plans. We can help. We’d love to help. But if we’re in a class together for one semester and you reach out for a recommendation, I’ll likely pass because I don’t have enough information to provide one. You need to be a self-advocate for your career and that means networking on campus. Plant the seeds to build connections even if you do not see immediate results. You’ll soon reap the harvest.

Building Campus Connections
Communications is a prove yourself industry. You need professional experience that demonstrates your technical ability. Remember: two bullets per semester will create a healthy list of industry credentials. At least form the basis of a resume that will pass the initial scan for credibility. This is why we do not lie on our resume. We’re not politicians. The “fake it ‘til you make it” motto is not rooted in dishonesty. You’ll gain skills in video editing and social media campaigns, learning the foundation of industry standard software like Premiere Pro. Employers do not expect you to be a seasoned professional with ten years of experience for an entry-level position. “Fake it ‘til you make it” means you have basic experience in this arena, and you are willing to learn more during your internship. And it’s easy for communication majors to rapidly gain experience using your skills for future positions: on-campus media.
Your options for campus media traditionally include student-run public relations and advertising agency, radio station, newspaper, and video production. Do some research to find out the name of these clubs and resources on your campus. You can also volunteer or intern with your University Marketing and Communication Office. If you are a sports media major, you should meet SID: Sports Information Director. She oversees the social media accounts and promotes all the athletic teams on campus, including writing stories for games on nights and weekends. And she needs a massive amount of help covering all sports.
As a student working for Athletics, you will likely meet the Athletic Director and other insiders. These individuals will be good references for your resume. Much better than the grocery store manager you culled vegetables with for six months. The best part about working for your university Athletic Department: paycheck! Would you rather flip burgers for $10 an hour or write news stories on athletes, create social media graphics, or film sports, all while building a massive portfolio of work samples? This job on your resume is a much better showcase of your talents than the grease stain on your BK shirt.
You should sample all on-campus media positions to learn about potential careers. You’ll learn what you want to do with your life. You’ll learn what’s expected of you in this position. More importantly, as you start developing your skills, you’ll learn what you don’t want to do! The best part is campus media requires zero experience. It’s a super safe way to learn the craft, make mistakes, and gain professional feedback from faculty supervisors.
The portfolio samples gained from campus media will help you land more prestigious internships. But before we dive into internships, we need to have a few words about your classes. Your course readings are not optional. Brad will skip them. He will brag about how you wasted a week studying while he was busy playing PlayStation. And to make matters worse, Brad lucked into a B on the exam while you earned a B+. But the problem with Brad’s viewpoint and why he cannot land an industry job post-commencement is that those readings are critical to your career.
Your professor hand-selected those topics. Each reading can provide a potential talking point in your future job interviews. The course readings will offer ideas of what to do during your internship so you’re not sitting idle, thinking: I don’t know what to do next! As this book will later explain, you don’t want to be the lost puppy asking your boss for your next assignment. You are an emerging professional who understands the roles and responsibilities of your position. You will not need to be told what to do every second at the work site. After reading this book, and your course readings, you will know what needs to be done at the work site. How will you know what to do if you have zero experience? Trade publications.

Invest in Trade Publications
If you want to separate yourself from the competition on the job market, PR and advertising majors should subscribe to trade publications like PR News, AdAge, or AdWeek. Sports media majors should consider reading outlets like The Athletic, Sports Business Journal, and Awful Announcing. Film majors should invest in Variety, The Hollywood Reporter, and Deadline Hollywood. Journalists can benefit from industry advice from esteemed organizations like Poynter and Pew Research Center. In addition to taking courses or minoring in business administration, business trade magazines like Columbia Journalism Review and Harvard Business Review can help all communication majors with an overview of soft skills and industry trends. Take some time to conduct research on trades as good sources are created each year. Reading trades will help you communicate with industry professionals.
In Chap. 5, I’ll cover the topic of informational interviews with industry professionals. One question you will ask people during these interviews is about their reading habits. What subscriptions are worth their dime? You’ll learn which subscriptions to add to your list. This is an investment, but not like the stockpile of un-played video games that I have collecting dust in my basement. Once I finish this book, I’ll play them! No, don’t waste your money and let these subscriptions linger like the exercise app on your phones.
Make the most of your subscriptions. Investigate what free online subscriptions you may have access to as part of your education. Read and save copies of articles for future reference. These are excellent talking points during interviews that demonstrate that you can intelligently discuss industry trends. This is not an optional skill. As you will read in Chap. 7, ideal candidates for elite agency positions are required to know breaking industry news, such as creating a strategy to find target audiences on emerging platforms.
This is not regurgitating hot takes from your favorite sports show personality. Read the trades daily to develop your critical thinking skills. You’ll learn how professionals are implementing A.I. for client accounts. You’ll know what social media platforms are archaic and an overview of the ground-breaking apps shattering insider expectations. You’ll also read the insider tips designed for practitioners, including the industry’s recommendations for supervising you, future interns, and how to extract value from you at the work site.
The stories within trade publications unfold hourly, so set alerts on your phone for breaking news. And to the faculty reading this book, some friendly advice: read the trades and update your course content. A student was recently asked by their professor to respond to an easy writing prompt: describe how you felt as 9-11 unfolded. This dinosaur didn’t realize his class wasn’t even born in September 2001. Don’t make his mistake; stay intrigued in your field of study. As for my student readers, it’s time to think logically about trades: the hiring manager.

Scott Wasteland’s Failed Interview
The first candidate for an open position is Scott Wasteland. The hiring manager asks Scott to tell her about an interesting news story in the communication field. When you are participating in a job interview, this is the hiring manager’s attempt to learn what you read and how invested you are in the industry. A public relations major with a minor in luxury brand management, Scott responded with a recap about Tylenol capsules laced with cyanide in Chicago. In other words, Scott recounted the foundational crisis communication case study from 1982. Not surprisingly, Scott didn’t make the short list of candidates. Worse, he doesn’t even know why he wasn’t offered the job. Scott is among the many students who fail college without realizing what he did wrong. He simply failed to read and invest in his profession.
For our next job candidate, we meet budding film producer Kat Spangler. Same question from a hiring manager: tell me about something going on within the film industry that excites you? Kat nearly explodes out of their seat with enthusiasm, recapping the Hollywood Reporter story about media mogul Tyler Perry halting the $800 million studio expansion Tyler had planned in Atlanta over concerns over developments in artificial intelligence.2 Kat read her story in the waiting room while candidates like Scott trap hiring managers in his time machine.
The sad part of this scenario is Scott is waiting to confront me at the bar, eager to tell me how college was a waste of his paycheck, too. Scott will preach about the hypocrisy that his degree from your name brand university cannot land him a professional job. This is not a mystery if you think like the hiring manager. Who would you pay to work at your organization? Mr. Case Study 101, Scott, or finger-on-the-pulse of breaking news, Kat?
Of course, the Tyler Perry story will soon be ancient news by the time this book is in print. But this is another example of why you need to invest in the trades. Current information is excellent ammo for talking points in interviews. How do you want to be perceived by hiring managers who can offer you a life-changing job? Like you haven’t read a news story in 50 years? That you don’t read anything that’s not assigned by your professor? This is how some students fail college even if they earn their degree. And you can fix that by digesting the course readings and subscribing to trade publications. This is an excellent complement to building a creative portfolio and learning new software with campus media and internships. It will grant you industry credentials that can open doors. If you avoid the mistakes of Orlando and Allie.

Fake It Disaster Stories
For the record, all the names of students used in this book are pseudonyms to protect the identity of all involved. Sometimes a couple student stories were compiled to simplify the narrative. However, the stories are 100 percent accurate. Like the following examples of Orlando and Allie. A sports media major with a minor in business administration, Orlando thought he was clever. As shrewd as Brad thought he was when he skipped the course readings and salvaged a B on the theory exam, Orlando trumped this level of arrogant laziness.
Orlando played football. Respectfully, he was a starter who secured an all-conference honorable mention award to add to his resume. While Orlando was inundated with lifts, film sessions, and practice, he had his then-girlfriend complete some of his coursework. I wish I had the power to transfer his degree to her. Anyway, this hero bumbles through college and earns his degree. His girlfriend did so well on his application submission materials that Orlando landed a significant internship with a professional sports team. Why is the world so cruel, Dr. G? You’re telling me this derelict didn’t do any work and landed an internship with my favorite sports team? Yes. But the heavens and reality eventually square up like the bill you earn after devouring an all-you-can-eat meal at your favorite restaurant. Eventually, you must pay the check. And our friend Orlando received a steep bill at his professional sports internship.
Common sense: how do you think this internship went? Orlando’s girlfriend wasn’t on site to submit his work. Orlando didn’t know the fundamentals of a sports media degree. He was clueless about industry trends and zero experience producing content like feature stories, social media graphics, sizzle reel highlights for his favorite athletes. His former girlfriend did his work. She should have landed this internship; she would have excelled. She was smart enough to dump Orlando and her communication career has since skyrocketed.
As for Orlando, who I believe is a volunteer coach for his son’s pee-wee football team between working part-time security at the local casino, he was fired within four weeks of his start date. The check was due. While Orlando thought he was so clever to skirt the college system and earn his degree, he failed at college. Within four weeks his site supervisor realized he was completely worthless as an asset with the professional sports team. Poor Orlando was fired. Who did Orlando blame for this outcome? His girlfriend. So much for accountability and responsibility for one’s actions. Orlando had the gall to blame her for not forcing him to learn the content! This was the tragically sad reality of a toxic relationship. If you’re currently living on either side of a similar relationship, end it. The bill will come due. This leech will continue to bleed you dry. Or if you are a clever little devil like Orlando, you’ll soon need to vouch for your industry credentials at the work site. It won’t take long to be discovered as a fraud like Orlando who said goodbye to his life-changing job. At least he wasn’t publicly humiliated like Allie.
An intuitive high school student, Allie thought padding her resume was an excellent idea. She had a loaded schedule of AP-classes, young scholar courses to earn academic credits at the local college, athletic accolades, and community service. Simply, she did not need to subject herself to future humiliation. Allie had a perfectly competitive college application. But Allie thought she was wise enough to beat the system.
Allie’s sister was a bilingual college student, majoring in Spanish to complement her primary education degree. Poor Allie was so busy playing super high school student that she asked her big sister to complete her online Spanish assignments. Life is so unfair, Dr. G. Did Allie get away with it? No. Allie’s Big Sister had a bloated college schedule and her little sister’s high school assignment was not a priority. Big Sister bombed an online exam.
Allie tried to recover, completing the remaining coursework herself. But the check came due. Poor Allie missed earning acceptance into an international honor society by fractions of a point. Who did Allie blame? Big Sister. If only her older sister had passed that first online exam, Allie would have had a respectable line item for her resume. Hold on, Dr. G. Nobody knew about this cheating scandal. If the high school and honor society never learned about the unethical practices, then how was Allie publicly humiliated?
While Big Sister was completing online Spanish, Allie was excelling in French. She earned the top ranking in her class—with the aid of Google translate. Poor Allie didn’t have time to read the textbook, listen to native speakers, and complete the practice exams at home. She had a social life. Google translate and some generous classmates provided answers to the online exams. Allie did so well that she earned a prestigious reward. The check came due.
The prestigious award Allie received included giving the keynote address at the awards ceremony to the thousands in attendance in her high school auditorium. The speech was required to be given in fluent French. So, while you may think you are clever like Orlando and Allie, the check will one day arrive at your table. One way or another, you may be humiliated. Or end up like our friend Brad, complaining about how college was a waste of his time as student loans eroded his future paycheck. The fact is it’s impossible to fake industry credentials.

Overview of Upcoming Chapters
The following chapters are based on my academic research and experiences as a college professor. I’ll recap Brad’s missteps to a failed experience even though he earned a college degree. The next chapters cover myths about your grade point average (GPA), setting goals, joining campus media, and how top job candidates build credentials before leaving campus. Chapters 4 and 5 examine securing references for employment and the secret sauce to meeting industry pros: informational interviews. I’ll even feed you a list of questions that will help your professional brand.
Chapter 6 expands on networking and self-branding strategies, providing specific examples of how students highlighted their abilities on social media platforms. Professors, classmates, and your guardians won’t see all your self-accountable effort to succeed in your career. It’s the invisible labor required of you to transition from an ambitious student to an industry professional.
Chapter 7 will help you make sense of internship and job postings to learn the qualifications needed to succeed at the work site. It aims to help you avoid administrative tasks and gain meaningful work samples. Chapter 8 will be a deep dive into roles and responsibilities. How to avoid pestering your boss for work and understanding the tasks that are expected of you at the work site, especially assignments that may be expected without you even knowing it.
The final chapter closes with an overall summary of key takeaways for you to have a rewarding college experience. You understand the skills and qualifications required to become a marketable commodity for competitive internships to one day be a candidate for your dream job. I’ll end with some final recommendations to help colleges become good stewards of intern labor. Future professionals: you need to be a self-advocate. Be brave. Now it’s time to get to work.

Action Steps
	1.
What are you doing today that will make you more marketable tomorrow? Write a resume and take your first draft to your university Career Development Center. They will provide some free feedback for your specific major on the current job market.

 

	2.
ChatGPT: Use artificial intelligence as a starting point for your career path. What do you want to do with your life? Do a ChatGPT search to discover potential careers in your field of choice. You will be surprised how many different career paths are available beyond surface-level titles like news anchor. Write prompts to learn about the behind-the-scenes jobs and the roles and responsibilities for each position.

 

	3.
Network. Stop by the campus media departments at your university: TV station, video production, PR agency, newspaper, and radio station. Say hello to the manager and ask if you can meet a junior or senior staffer. Have an informal chat: Ask them about how they earned a leadership role, what skills they think you need to succeed in that field, and what they would have done differently on their career path. Find out what advice they would give their first-year self about making the most of their college experience.

 





Footnotes
1The National Center for Education Statistics publishes timely information related to education. I based this argument on their current data. To learn more about higher education statistics, visit https://​nces.​ed.​gov

 

2Very interesting read in The Hollywood Reporter. Give it a read https://​www.​hollywoodreporte​r.​com/​business/​business-news/​tyler-perry-ai-alarm-1235833276/​
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Abstract
This chapter challenges the conventional focus on GPA in college, emphasizing instead the importance of strategic goal-setting and proactive learning. Through the stories of successful students like Lily and Armani, it illustrates how taking initiative, joining campus organizations, and deliberately working on weaknesses can lead to better career outcomes than simply chasing grades. The chapter debunks common GPA myths while acknowledging its relevance in certain scenarios and provides a detailed framework for setting and achieving meaningful college goals. Ultimately, it encourages students to take charge of their education, expand their networks, and create tangible plans to develop the skills and experiences that will set them apart in the job market.
Keywords
Goal mappingClassroom successStudent media experienceWriting portfolio developmentGPA management
Are you hungry? You probably ate well in high school. Your high school teachers would prepare for you this full course meal with appetizers, filet, and desserts. They provided you everything you needed to fill your belly with content. In other words, high school teachers had the time to cover all the material. They had approximately ten months to teach you a subject. In college, your meals are served a little different. You will need to change your mentality about how you will eat at your current university.
Your college professors will carve off a juicy piece of the filet. We focus on the most important aspects of the meal but don’t have time to complete your plate. We only have 15 weeks and about an hour per class to cook. In college, your professors will give you all the ingredients to cook your own delicious meal: readings, assignments, extra credit opportunities, and outside resources. But nobody will tell you an important component of your college education: congratulations, you are now the cook.
You will soon learn that it’s your responsibility to create your own meal. Some of you will skimp on the work assigned and go hungry on the job market. Others will take advantage of class resources and soon will be able to offer their professors tips and new options to spice up the menu. We love when students take the initiative to provide resources for future learners. Another way to look at this metaphor is a self-assessment: Are you the hero of your own movie?
Do you dictate the action to secure your treasure? Or are you a passive protagonist, waiting for your professors, friends, or teammates to do things for you. Are you waiting for opportunities to happen to you? Passive heroes are boring. They lack goals. And that’s what I hope to discuss with you in this chapter: setting goals to create future success.
Did you fail the first test? At the end of the first chapter were three action steps. Did you complete them? If not, take a number behind my friend, Brad. If not, why are you rushing to finish chapters? When were you told this is a race? Take comfort in the fact that you are not alone. Our society thirsts for consumption: the next reading, next class, and next assignment. Slow down and shift your mentality to enjoy the present. Focus your attention on this chapter and these objectives. You can consider your readings as an opportunity to enjoy a gourmet meal.
Do you devour a filet? Or try to savor every bite? I’m not pompous to believe each chapter within this book is a juicy steak. You may feel the insights are fast food at certain points. But the main idea is you cannot graduate in one day. Savor your experience on campus and think of your classrooms as your sanctuary. Reflect on why you are there.
When I met Brad at the bar, I asked him to pause and start his story at the beginning. When you first enrolled in college, what did you want to do? What did you hope to achieve? Brad said his only goal was to earn his degree. And that is why he failed college. Brad was in such a rush to graduate, he forgot to pride himself on the preparation. The transition from college student to professional. So, enjoy the beautiful trip that will be your education. Don’t rush to return home. Because without critical reflection, Lily will massacre you on the job market.
Meet Barbara’s Henchman: Lily the Writer
Meet Lily. She is Barbara’s main henchman—The muscle who will pummel away your job offers. Lily is your primary competition for employment. She will slaughter 95 percent of you on the job market. You already know her. There’s a Lily on every college campus. In your classes, some students fit different. Some students stride with confidence. And I’m not talking about Brad’s gutless confidence that he skips the readings and still passes the exam. That’s naivety. Lily has a certain confident demeanor. Why? She’s good at the craft. She invested in opportunities to gain more experience and improve. And not selective exposure, cherry-picking classes on topics where she excels. No, Lily doesn’t care that she earned a B in a more difficult class, risking her precious GPA (grade point average).
Lily completed her self-assessment. Her focus became bolstering her weaknesses. She was a hack writer. Instead of avoiding writing, she was courageous to admit her faults and enrolled in a journalism course. Of course, there were growing pains. Her writing sucked until she gained more experience. Lily understood the process would take time; she needed more reps.
Lily made a very smart move and met with her campus’ student newspaper editor. Lily said: “I’ll take any beat. Give me the assignment none of your reporters wants to cover.” Genius. Why? This was an extremely low stakes assignment. She didn’t have to interview a presidential candidate. Lily was able to write her story and gain feedback for revisions. She didn’t face the added pressure of a tight deadline and learned from the red ink. More importantly, she gained a valuable first clip for her portfolio. All because she made the effort to tackle a story nobody wanted to write. Again, this is not rocket science. If you were a hiring manager, seeking talent in your communication classes, you would know exactly who you would pay to work for your company. You immediately would spot Lily. And you’ve heard professors rave about Armani.

Armani Suits: Rich Campus Experience
Here’s a simple truth: the first-year version of Armani lacked talent. He was a mess with file management and struggled to learn the basics of video editing, major problems for a future broadcast major. But where Armani shined was ambition. He thought it would be fun to operate cameras for the campus TV station. He learned about this gig from an e-mail blast from the Office of Career Development. Why was he hired? Simply, nobody else applied. Which was good news for Armani, considering he had zero experience. He didn’t even know how to turn on the camera. But he was clever enough to create opportunities to earn some coin.
With faculty mentoring him, Armani learned every position at news station. He earned his promotion to Assistant General Manager. For four years of college, it’s quite a beautiful thing to be paid to learn and gain industry experience. Armani produced and edited his own segments, eventually training new students on Premiere Pro fundamentals. Those work samples were used as part of his internship application at a prestigious network internship. His paid campus training prepared him to work on the TV shows you have playing in the background while you read this chapter. I’ll discuss campus media in depth in Chap. 3.
For now, follow Lily and Armani’s lead and join campus media. As Armani’s story exemplifies, you don’t have to know ANYTHING before you join. That’s the goal. Faculty supervisors expect you to be raw. That’s exactly the type of student who we prefer to join campus media. Our goal is to train you. We do not want the arrogant student who thinks they should run the joint because their dad is a lawyer. As I’ll write about in upcoming chapters, the industry wants you to have a key soft skill: passion to learn.
We hope that passionate learner is you. Someone who is humble and willing to grow from mistakes, thirsty to try new things. Someone who is open to constructive criticism as we help mold you into a professional. If you’re reading this spring semester of senior year, drop this snoozefest book, and seek out the campus media for your major. It is never too late to join.
And remember the two key takeaways from Lily and Armani’s stories. Armani didn’t self-sabotage. I’m stunned how many students rule themselves out of a competition. Students who are too afraid to even apply for jobs or internships. Why not? Let the organization rule you out. All they can say is no, as my father always told me.
Have the courage to play the game. Armani had a simple goal: earn income to afford to eat off campus once per week. He was also paid with 20 hours of professional experience each week. I’ll close this chapter with a strategy for designing your own goals. But before we reach that destination, take a moment to consider Lily’s decision to challenge herself with hard classes to improve her weaknesses. Self-assessment time: Are you padding your scheduling? Or are you willing to sacrifice your GPA to address your weaknesses?

The GPA Myth(s)
Now it’s time to address the elephant in the room about industry credentials: grade point average (GPA). You will hear many arguments about your GPA. People are adamant about this subject like two lawyers at the Supreme Court taking sides on a controversial piece to the college puzzle. Does GPA matter? Will it matter? GPA doesn’t matter! I have this epic argument often with my twin brother. Yes, Dr. G has a twin. Seeing him is like looking into a beautiful mirror. But we take opposite sides of the battlefield on the GPA debate. As strange as this sounds, two people can have differing opinions about a topic and remain civil. I understand his perspective.
My twin Jason graduated college with a computer science degree. While he needed this degree to secure employment in his field, he now makes triple his old salary selling real estate. He’s terrific at it. And this galvanizes his case that it never mattered that his GPA was barely over the 2.0 Mendoza-line in college. When he used his education to work on printers and computers for Canon, nobody ever asked or cared about his GPA. What professionals want to know is simple: Can you produce and demonstrate your industry knowledge? Check came due.
Jason produced quality work and earned a paycheck for over ten years in his field. So, to a certain extent—this is even true within the communication fields—most employers will never ask you about GPA. They’ll ask for work samples: news releases, feature articles, Insta graphics, podcasts, and sizzle reels. Hiring managers will have you walk them through how you would manage a PR campaign or detail your design choices for the advertisement to reach their target audience. Essentially, this industry wants you to prove that you can produce quality work. So, yes, I agree with my brother. If you can produce exceptional content, GPA does not matter when it comes to securing a job and maintaining your communication career. Until it does.

GPA Gatekeepers
Here’s the rub about GPA. Your grades will give you the same level of credibility as your college degree. GPA and college degrees open doors. They are metrics that serve as gatekeepers. Your grades matter for your courses, especially for your major. Investigate your university’s requirements. Most colleges require at least a C in every major course. You will have to retake that class to earn the minimum grade to advance to commencement.
You need a certain GPA to earn Dean’s List, which is a nice bonus item for your resume that demonstrates sustained excellence per semester. And don’t forget about “straight cash, homie.” Love this quote from NFL Hall of Famer wide receiver Randy Moss. Randy was right about bread. Your grades will matter if you want to compete for scholarships. And most scholarship requirements have GPA minimums.
In terms of your career path, GPA will matter if you apply to prestigious internships. The elite organizations use it as a baseline to vet candidates. If you have a GPA under 3.0, need not apply. It helps cull through thousands of intern applications without having to conduct the eyeball test; media conglomerates and major TV networks receive over 30,000 applicants per semester. So, your GPA will matter if you want to compete for elite internships with Lily, Armani, Barbara, and the other top 10 percent of communication graduates each year.
You won’t even have a chance to pitch your sizzle reel unless you meet the minimum GPA requirement. In addition, if your undergraduate degree is not sufficient and you need a specialized focus for your career trajectory through a master’s degree program, you’ll need a minimum GPA to apply for graduate school. If you want to pursue a doctorate and earn a tenure-track faculty position, you’ll need well above the minimum 3.0 requirement.
Will your GPA matter? As you read, yes and no. If you’re applying for industry jobs, my handsome twin brother was right when he argues skills rule over GPA. But you better have a bloated portfolio of quality work samples. Lily took a risk and sacrificed her GPA to take more difficult classes to improve her journalism skills. If you plan to compete against your elite classmates or attend graduate school, GPA will help determine if you are a qualified candidate or if your resume hits the garbage can. Applying for elite internships is a notable goal. Self-assessment time, good citizens: What are your goals for your career?

Elizabeth Makes Some Friends
Your life will be dictated by the number of uncomfortable conversations you are willing to have with people, including your bosses, your partner, and, most importantly, with yourself. I tell my interpersonal communication students this mantra during our first class. A few weeks ago, I had a senior PR major stop into my office. Her name is Elizabeth. She wanted to thank me, which was very kind of her. Faculty value relationships with students. We appreciate when someone tells us they enjoyed our class or learned something from our class that they implement in their careers. Elizabeth wanted to thank me for an assignment in my interpersonal communication class: goals.1
Elizabeth took my class four years ago as a first-year student. She had plenty of topics to select for the goal’s assignment: obtain Dean’s List, join a sorority, or maybe produce a social media video for the campus student PR agency? These were the tangible goals of her classmates. But Elizabeth had a different perspective and wanted to achieve a personal goal: to make friends at her new college. To say I loved Elizabeth’s topic would be an understatement. I was thrilled for her. Your goals can be anything, but she needed a tangible path to achieve them. I told Elizabeth the key to accomplishing her goal is having clear expectations. Own your goals.
For the reader: What do you want to do with your life? What will make you happy? What is your dream job? Elizabeth wanted to make new friends. You should, too, so you can enjoy college life with some fun new people. So, whether your goal is more friends or landing your dream job, let’s break down how to achieve a goal.

A Game Plan to Achieve Your Goals
Write your goal down. Regardless of your goals, you need to have accountability and responsibility for achieving them. Elizabeth’s goal: “I want to make three new friends by the end of the fall semester.” This is excellent. It has specific metrics, so can gauge her progress throughout a confined timeline, and she’ll know if she achieves her goal. Write down your end goal in a single sentence. Next, write a couple paragraphs to investigate this goal.
Why is this goal important and challenging to you? Give the details for your goals: When will you attempt the goal? Who do you need to speak with to accomplish this goal? Why did you select this person to talk to? In other words, what specifically will you ask them? What’s your deadline? From here, breakdown the criteria for success.
Describe exactly what needs to happen so that anyone would agree that your goal has been accomplished. I know I have achieved this goal if I have done XX? As if you were going grocery shopping to prepare a delicious meal, make a list of all the activities necessary to prepare for your goal. A smart tactic is visualizing yourself going through each step toward successfully obtaining your goal. How will you get started? How will you know if you make progress? What are the specific acts or behaviors that you will do to carry out your goal?
Elizabeth was shy. This goal forced her to escape her comfort zone. She outlined the steps she would take to make new friends. Instead of burying her head in her cell phone after each class, dodging traffic on her return to her dorm hideout, she had a tangible objective to achieve her goal: talk to one new person from each class each week. Listen, you’ll soon learn that in every class, this hard truth: some people drain positive energy. Elizabeth listed “mean girls” as an obstacle and focused on introducing herself to more people. By being willing to have more conversations, she was bound to meet classmates that matched her personality and interests.
Elizabeth started by writing down her goal and breaking down her insecurities. She dissected her objective with details to make the goal more obtainable. The hardest task will be considering all the potential outcomes. What’s one positive outcome for attempting your goal? What will you do if you get it? What’s one negative response that you may encounter if you try to achieve this goal? What will you do when you are confronted by obstacles? When I met with Elizabeth that opening fall semester, I told her to anticipate outcomes.
How may your classmates respond to your small talk? Be prepared and know what topics you will use as icebreakers. I asked her to visualize how she will respond when, not if, she gets ghosted or confronted by someone having a bad day. Simply, make a list of some verbal and nonverbal responses you could encounter and visualize how you’d respond to each circumstance. Then, you’ll know how to adjust as you progress toward your goal. As the semester ended and my interpersonal communication class evaluated their progress on their goals, Elizabeth was glowing when she raved about her massive new friend group. As I tell my daughters, don’t limit yourself to one good friend. Expand your network. If you have an argument with your friend or roommate, you should have plenty of other options to avoid the modern epidemic of loneliness.

End Game: Your Competition’s Action Plan
Lily had a simple goal: become a better writer. As a sports media major, Lily learned that writing is one of the top qualifications for employment. She outlined the steps to improve her craft, including adding a feature writing elective to her fall schedule. While she could have stopped here, settling for the benefit of course content, Lily doubled down.
In addition to the class, Lily met with the student newspaper editor. She requested the opportunity to shadow student-journalists for the first month of the semester. Lily’s goal was to meet an upperclassman covering a new beat each week. This strategic goal added four new people to her network, as well as four new potential avenues to explore if she liked journalism: sports, news, entertainment, and features. In addition, Lily asked the editor if she can write two stories before the end of the semester. This would add two more bullets for her resume. This is extremely important: nobody forced her—not her family or professors—to do any of these steps. Lily simply took the initiative to improve her craft. She bet on herself.
During class, Lily would pepper her professor with questions about reporting. During office hours, she would ask for tips to improve her writing, working directly with her professor to red ink the two stories she would later publish. She met with the editor to brainstorm candidates to interview and refine her word choice to bring her stories vividly to life. But Lily still wasn’t satisfied. As part of her action plan, Lily met with every journalism professor at her university, requesting the syllabus for all their courses. She wanted to learn the assignments and readings. Next, she asked each professor to recommend books to help her become a better writer.

Confidential: Lily’s Writing Goal Outline
To circle back to this chapter’s opening analogy about your education and cooking, Lily was starving before she became an excellent chef. She was a lousy sportswriter pursuing a career that valued words on the page. To bolster her chances on the job market, she created a seven-course meal for one overall goal: improve her writing. Here was Lily’s goal outline:	1.
Enroll in feature writing class for fall semester.

 

	2.
Meet with student newspaper editor. Investigate what resources staff writers have access to improve writing. Book recommendations? Learn roles and responsibilities for each position. How do you get promoted to beat editor? Paid?

 

	3.
Shadow one journalist per week for four weeks. Aim for seniors. Learn how they cover their stories. Get tips for writing leads. What classes do they recommend for writing? What do they do to improve their skills? How has campus media writing samples improved their chances to gain internships?

 

	4.
Meet all journalism faculty and obtain syllabi. Do the readings for all classes.

 

	5.
Develop reading list of best books on writing. Read two books.

 

	6.
Build your resume. You will publish two stories in the student newspaper by the end of the fall semester. You will!

 

	7.
Apply for agency internship for spring semester. Use newspaper clips as writing samples. Secure journalism faculty and student newspaper editor as references.

 



This is the type of cooking Lily put in every semester to achieve her goals. It’s exactly why she will slaughter most college graduates on the job market. Her game plan isn’t random. It’s methodical with specific metrics and objectives to track her progress with firm deadlines. In addition to writing, Lily expanded her network in anticipation of applying for a prestigious spring semester internship. Students like Brad fail college even if they earn their degree. Those students who wait for opportunities. But before they know it, college is over, and they have nothing to show for the debt. Lily succeeds because she outlines her goals. Self-assessment time: Are you actively pursuing your dream job or waiting passively to earn a college diploma?
Evaluate your objectives each semester and be honest with how you think it went. Did you accomplish your goals? If not, remember life is fixable. You will fail at certain goals but can adjust your timeline or reevaluate your objectives. But always self-assess. If you didn’t achieve this goal, was it your fault? Others? Circumstance? You can’t help if your grandmother passed away this semester and you needed time to grieve. That’s being human. When you fail at a goal, and you will if you set the bar high enough, smile and show self-compassion.
Your career path will unfold as a daunting challenge. Evaluate and recalibrate your goals each semester. Examine the criteria you listed as necessary to achieve this specific goal. Was the process realistic? How can you modify those steps now that you know more clearly how to achieve this goal? This is not a time to quit. Write down what you would do differently if you tried to achieve this goal again. Define specific behaviors or tasks you would like to improve to earn a successful outcome. Your college career should lead to a tangible goal of employment at an ideal organization, thriving as industry professionals like Lily, Armani, and Barbara.

Action Steps
	1.
The Heist: Steal Elizabeth’s goal. Create a game plan to enjoy being a college student and make new friends. This also will help expand your network for future job opportunities!

 

	2.
Ocean’s 12: The Heist Sequel. Steal Lily’s game plan to improve her writing. Regardless of your communication major, writing is critical to your future success. Enroll in feature writing and write a pair of stories for your student newspaper. Read at least two books your journalism profs recommended to improve your writing chops.

 

	3.
What do you want to do with your life? Take the action steps in this chapter to create your personal goals for this semester. Use metrics so you know if you achieved them. Give yourself a graceful deadline to stay on track.

 

	4.
ChatGPT: Explore the titles from entry-level to management positions within a variety of communication careers. Expand to job search sites like LinkedIn and skim the jobs listings to note the qualifications. Make a list of the top skills needed for all jobs.
Now for a tough self-assessment: Do you have the skills required for these open positions? If not, research your college course catalog to find classes that cover that material. Expand your scope to other departments like graphic design, business, creative writing. When in doubt, take journalism classes to improve your writing.

 

	5.
Research: Will GPA impact your career outcome? Review your department’s requirements for grades for your major in the university’s catalog. Then, expand your search to review graduate school entrance requirements. If you are aiming for competitive internships, scan the qualifications so you can prepare your application.

 





Footnotes
1For my interpersonal communication course, I used the following book which is the basis for this section on goals. Give it a read to develop your skillset: Beebe, S. A., Beebe, S. & Redmond, M. Interpersonal Communications: Relating to Others. Boston: Pearson and Allyn and Bacon.
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Abstract
Based on interviews with students and seasoned managers of on-campus media in radio, newspaper, PR agency, and video production, you’ll learn how to take advantage of campus media to earn a paycheck and bolster your resume. You’ll learn how to become a marketable commodity: the degree is basic. Your skillset in media and communication will determine if you’ll secure internships and your dream job.
Keywords
Early media involvement strategiesStudent newsroom onboardingCampus broadcasting mentorshipMedia portfolio developmentEntry-level media training
After Brad confronted me at the bar that night, emotions simmered to respectful conversation. I asked him about his experience with campus media. When he told me he never followed through on his promises to write for the student newspaper, I asked “Why didn’t you participate? They needed you.” Students have options to either get involved with the radio station, Public Relations Society Student Association, TV station, newspaper, or video production club. These are the Big Five media outlets almost universally available on campus. I tell every one of my students, beginning first year: pick a campus media outlet that you like and get involved early to develop your skills. My hope is they will leave my office and introduce themselves to the faculty supervisor and current students working there.
Brad fed me two excuses about not getting involved with campus media. I can guarantee you that they are like the fears you may be feeling right now. The uncomfortable rumble in your stomach, agonizing over change. The risk of breaking from your comfort zone. These are normal fears and how you should feel with this initial task of joining campus media.
The Reality of Getting Started
While the band played some tunes and we sat at the bar, Brad recalled our advisee meetings and noted that he completed my first assignment: find a campus media outlet to develop your skills. Brad told me he conducted research, scanning the website for the student newspaper. Unfortunately, all the positions listed on the Staff Page were filled by current students. And his pursuit of a campus media position ended. I was dumbfounded: his career path trajectory ended because a current student was already working at the newspaper?
Think logically, good citizens: What information is listed under the staff page of any campus media outlet? The names of leadership: faculty supervisor and student department heads. Basically, they are terrific individuals you should ask meet on your first visit. When pressed, Brad made a humble admission: he was afraid.

Confronting Fear: You Do Not Need Experience
There are several common fears about joining campus media that I address with my advisees: first, everyone starts with minimal experience. It pains me to write minimal and grant credit for high school media. But it’s true as some of your classmates developed basic skills from helpful high school teachers in quality production houses, newspapers, and broadcast suites. Some classmates were editors of their high school newspaper. Fine. They have a slight competitive edge; however, if you polled the staffs at most campus media outlets, most students admit beginning with zero experience. Most campus media workers are like Tracey.
Tracey battled a major culture shift as she stepped into the bustling world of student media at a top 50 ranked university. She came to college from a small high school in southern Delaware with no journalism program. She didn’t know the difference between writing and reporting. She was intimidated; yet, within a few days on campus, she marched into the Student Newspaper. Tracey hoped to cover her favorite D1 basketball team.
This was Tracey’s first professional reality check. You may love your Nittany Lions, Trojans, Owls, Seminoles, Crimson Tide, or River Hawks. This lovefest fades when you enter the newsroom. You will soon learn that everyone there shares your love for the team. But the individual who earned the opportunity to cover the team is the senior with four year’s campus media experience, earning her way up to a pivotal leadership position like Editor-In-Chief.
Learning this fact, Brad would have quit. He ONLY wants to write about the Owls. Brad is rigid. Tracey was flexible and she leaped at the opportunity to shadow the Sports Editor covering a women’s soccer game that opening weekend. The key for student success with campus media is availability and flexibility. Tracey was rewarded for her positive mentality of being available to contribute and flexible on type of assignments.
By shadowing the Sports Editor for a women’s soccer game, Tracey learned the process for covering a game and interviewing players. The Sports Editor taught Tracey how to write a news lead, edit, and structure the story. For her effort, Tracey earned a co-byline for the article. She now had her first portfolio clip as a first-year student. Let me tell you something, good citizens: that first clip feels like gold in your hands. A tremendously proud moment for Tracey, even though she technically had zero experience.
This was the beginning of Tracey’s transformative journey into student media leadership. All because she had the courage to walk into the newsroom and was flexible enough to help wherever the staff needed her. And you know what? You will start with more experience than some peers.

Campus Media: Multidisciplinary Sanctuary
Some of the students at your campus media outlets are not communication majors. A core principle of campus media is inclusivity. It’s not a private club for communication majors. Students from all disciplines are encouraged to join and contribute, bringing fresh perspectives from philosophy to criminal justice. Simply, non-communication majors may excel at writing. The accounting major wants to host their own late-night TV show. The neuroscience major is passionate about social justice movements and wants to help the fundraising campaign produced by your campus PR agency.
At small liberal arts colleges, students volunteer at campus media outlets. At large universities with enrollments of over 30,000 students, some positions require auditions and applications. Skills rule the day: first-year students can anchor newscasts over juniors. This is comparable with the job market as the best candidates are selected for a limited number of open positions. However, all campus media are constructed with a majority volunteer army with some paid leadership positions. The only entry-level requirement: interest.
This surprises my students. But Dr. G., I snooped through the glass windows of the student newspaper. Everyone moves with purpose. It looks like a professional newsroom! Yes, they were well trained by former industry professionals. At a small liberal arts college, campus media typically has one faculty supervisor to oversee the entire staff. This individual had a decorated industry career before managing students.
At a large university, there is a team of former working professionals who manage student-run productions. These supervisors were former news directors of major city newscasts, Emmy-award-winning producers, and network television engineers. Whether you are enrolled at a small school or major university, you will be trained and mentored before you pick up a pen, broadcast music, or position a camera. Think logical, good citizens. The campus media at your university has high standards, easily observed through their impressive trophy case of awards.
This is a positive. The staff will not allow you to embarrass the publication. You will not be expected to produce content alone before you’re ready. More likely, your faculty supervisor will support you, emphasizing that you are ready before you have self-confidence. Campus media features onboarding and trainings. Most campus media will encourage you to observe an officer or student manager for weeks before the training wheels are ripped off. If you are enrolled at a major university, you will likely not produce regular content as a first-year or sophomore.

Patience: Develop Your Craft
Tracey was educated by career advisors and peers that internships and published clips help land future jobs. Tracey was determined to get involved early, despite not knowing where she fit among a well-organized newsroom structure dominated by nearly 100 upperclassmen. Tracey’s mentality was key. She said, “I approach every assignment as if preparing for a final exam.” She treated each story like she was covering a professional sports team. If you pass on opportunities, you will not gain the experience needed to cover breaking news stories like union strikes, resignation of your university president, or the firing of the high-profile basketball coach. Tracey positioned herself to be a reliable and adaptable writer in the newsroom.
One of the perks of joining campus media is being part of a community hub and a space for personal and professional development. A 30-year vet of radio and small liberal arts general manager, Donald said: “Students are joining a welcoming family environment where they will feel comfortable learning, making mistakes, and growing. It’s a platform to experiment and prepare for the professional world.” And think logically, good citizens: Would you rather learn and make mistakes at campus media. Or risk making a mistake when your paycheck is on the line at your first job? Campus media is the platform to learn and grow from your mistakes.
Tracey’s first drafts were rough, blanketed in red ink. She even wrote stories that required the editor to write a retraction. Simply, she made and learned from typical reporting mistakes. In other words, you should consider campus media as essentially an in-depth free class with endless faculty feedback and a treasure trove of professional assignments to bolster your portfolio. Tracey made mistakes while learning how to become an investigative journalist, including how to submit public record requests and read court documents. She was eager to be trained.
Jameel offers some helpful advice based on his 20 years of industry experience and decade as faculty director of the campus PR Agency: “If you don’t know, we train you.” The baseline faculty supervisors hope you will enter the work site with is enthusiasm to learn professional skills. You won’t be expected to level audio with Adobe Audition. You will not be required to cover an international story for the Olympics. And you won’t be the one who interviews presidential candidates when the party’s annual convention is hosted in your city. These are true stories covered by upperclassmen for student media outlets. You will not earn these assignments until you are ready. And you might be surprised to know that you will not be limited to preparing for careers as a radio DJ, campaign manager, film director, or news anchor.

Confronting Misconception: (Un)Restricted Skillset
Brad sounded defeated. He rationalized that campus media experience did not impact his career trajectory: “I didn’t want to be a journalist, anyway.” I hear this often with my advisees. I don’t want to be the on-air talent news anchor, cameraperson, or boom mic operator. While campus media will offer tremendous experience to transition to professional careers like a Promotion Director for a radio station, the hidden benefit of campus media is developing you.
Take the radio station for example. Students graduate after a couple of years of hosting radio programs. The misconception is that they want to host the morning-drive show, create promotional events for DJs, or troubleshoot issues with the live feed while on location. While you will gain hands-on experience for these real-world roles, most students have divergent career paths post-commencement. Former campus radio hosts graduate to become managers at utility companies, social media managers for professional sports teams, and vice president of sales for pharmaceutical companies.
What you learn at campus media supersedes technical industry skills. You’ll more likely develop soft skills, especially public speaking, leadership, conflict resolution, and time management. Your experience with campus media become excellent talking point during interviews, highlighting skills that travel beyond broadcasting careers and make you an attractive candidate on the job market.

You Are Not Alone: Onboarding
Remember what I wrote about media outlets having high standards for their product? Yes, they expect you to make some mistakes. But you are not the first batch of incoming students that were trained. The staff is prepared for you to start small. You arrive to campus at the start of a new professionalism cycle: you are among the students arriving with zero experience; you will be mentored by sophomores and juniors who advanced to leadership roles like Assistant Director; and seniors graduate to the highest rung of the hierarchy.
Tracey began as a freelancer. While some campus media outlets may pay for your stories, most positions are unpaid. Freelancers contribute content but do not have a permanent staff position. In what began with an interest as a sportswriter, Tracey became a freelancer who co-wrote the women’s soccer story, moving into progressively more senior leadership roles, and eventually leading the newsroom as Editor-in-Chief. Tracey was not alone in this process. For any campus media outlet, remember two key ingredients: onboarding and mentorship.
Prior to the semester, all returning staff typically have some training session to prepare for their new leadership role. The juniors and seniors earn more responsibilities like overseeing a staff of peers. They receive training for their new role during the summer. One of their first priorities will be your club rush event held during opening week of the fall semester. They need to replace the warm bodies who graduated with a massive amount of experience. The staff will be trained to help you avoid common mistakes. Simply, everyone in the building knows this is a safe training space for students; they do not expect seasoned professionals.
It is unrealistic to produce a radio program, newspaper, or PR campaign without a flaw. “If we’re not making mistakes, we’re not trying anything new.” A radio station manager offered this advice to help you break your default mentality. Your first mistake will be not showing up because you are afraid. Like Brad and other students battling anxiety over starting something new. You may be stuck in a comfortable routine. You attend class, suffer through the dining hall food slop, and play some video games until bedtime. After squeezing in a little studying and socializing, you continue this regular routine until you’ll wake up and realize you graduated from college. You must break that cycle and embrace a little destruction.
This is important: you will start small. You will not commit 40 hours of labor per week. I repeat: this is not a full-time job. Campus media positions are designed to be part-time, flexible work. Entry-level workers should expect to contribute five hours per week. Officer positions between 10 and 15 hours. Senior roles typically max around 20 hours of unpaid labor. You can basically dictate your own schedule unless this is a course requirement (i.e., practicum).
Your faculty supervisor understands you have coursework. Let them know if you have another part-time job or participate in other clubs that dilute your time. As finals loom, everyone on staff should be compassionate to your other commitments. All the staff expects and appreciates is for you to be reliable and dependable. This is your professional brand. Your reputation is at stake, so your goal is to be a considerate member of the team. Simply, let everyone know when you cannot attend a meeting or when you’re saturated with work and need a mental health break. You are a cog in the production cycle. The machine continues to churn, regardless of your schedule. And the other staff may need to compensate for your absence to produce the segment of the daily newscast. Demonstrate professionalism and communicate.
Your life will be dictated by the number of uncomfortable conversations you are willing to have. The first uncomfortable conversation will be when you stumble into the student media office for the first time, walk up to the table at Club Rush, and bark your enthusiasm to write for the newspaper, or how you dreamt about your own talk show for the television station. But this small step, which honestly nobody will give a second thought beside you, beating yourself up with negative self-talk, is critical. Take this small step and act on your passion.
“Anybody who shows up at my door, I’m interested in hearing from them, and we’ll see if there’s an opportunity for them,” said Micah, who oversees the TV station at a D1 university. Keep it simple: take the initiative to let the staff know you’re interested in joining the family. And as with every family you’ll encounter turmoil, love, and hope for success. Don’t be alarmed by the camaraderie. And if you missed the Club Rush event in the fall, you could attend the General Interest Meeting hosted by your campus media outlets at the start of the spring semester.

Learning the Ropes: Shadowing and Mentorship
New members shadow seniors to observe and learn. Basically, like Tracey and the Sports Editor, you will be paired with someone the faculty supervisor trusts to train you on technical skills and fundamentals like the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) rules. You might lounge on the couch and listen-in on their radio shows to ask questions about how the equipment works, how they create content to fill dead air, or what software they use to create graphics for social media to promote their programs. While you observe, wander into various departments and meet new people. The goal is to explore, finding an area you love and envision growing into a professional, a leader, and a future mentor. The goal is to implement your coursework.
So, you learned the fundamentals of journalism in class. And now you need to apply your coursework knowledge through indispensable hands-on experience. The goal is to obtain clips for your portfolio—samples of skills in journalism, graphics, social media content, photography, video production. With coursework alone, it will be difficult to land a communication job. Student media is your gateway to internships and post-graduate opportunities. While Tracey was Editor-in-Chief (EIC), she also interned at a national newspaper. And that EIC position on her resume was like free pass for interviews. Anywhere she applied, Tracey at least had the opportunity to interview for the internship or open position. Campus media opens doors.
These doors will open if you demonstrate self-compassion through this journey. You will not be required to make an immediate impact, so take your time as you learn new skills. You should expect the first stories that you write to be covered in red ink. When you are a senior, dust off and give your original works a read. You’ll cringe at what you once thought was acceptable industry standard content. This will also be a reminder of your professional growth.
Your only job is to have fun and build your confidence as your peers mentor you and develop their leadership skills. The department heads are also observing your mentor to identify future leaders. “You see who’s motivated, who’s thinking outside the box, and who’s ready to take on more responsibility,” said Ernie, a radio station manager at a small liberal arts college. Your supervisors seek students who have demonstrated initiative and earned promotions based on peer recommendations.
But be careful of the landmines: you cannot graduate in one day. You cannot complete all your dream ideas in one semester. I caution students not to take on too much work at once. While you might want to do everything, you are better off investing in one area as you launch your campus media career. This limits your chances of becoming overwhelmed or burning out. Aim to master the details and value preparation. As you learn how to adapt and solve problems, experiment to find your voice. Only then should you expand to the next project.
Take a few minutes at the end of each semester to reflect on how you improved, ranging from source-building to applying and receiving feedback. How you developed your media literacy skills and learned what content is newsworthy. You will dabble in overseeing business and advertising operations. And while you gain experience in a variety of departments and expand your skillset, you will witness upperclassmen earning prestigious industry jobs and internships. This should ignite your enthusiasm to bolster your resume.

Campus Setting, Industry Structure
You may not realize it, yet, but campus media is designed to match industry standards in terms of corporate structure and equipment. This is good news. Your college radio station likely mimics the professional structure of commercial radio stations. Ditto for newspaper, PR agency, and broadcast studio. The titles of are similar: Program Director, Promotions staff, Sports Department, Production team members, IT, or engineer. While you’re likely familiar with on-air DJ and what that position may entail, you will gain an understanding of other roles and responsibilities to make a seamless transition into professional work.
If you are working at a major university media outlet, you also benefit from exposure. These universities have massive distribution options, including citywide cable channels, extended presence on social media platforms, and even live streaming and video on demand on platforms like Roku, Amazon Fire Stick, and Apple TV. Some universities even have broadcast partnerships with organizations like CNN and NBC. What does this reach mean for you? It provides more opportunities for industry insiders to access your work.
University campus media positions may require extended time commitments. Students produce weekly 30-minute newscasts and ESPN Sportscenter-type sports programs that feature multi-team coverage. Other students produce TV pilots or music and culture segments for the TV station. For example, Temple University produces 14 half-hour television shows per semester. While university campus media opportunities lack formal prerequisites for roles, most students need to audition, as well as attend media production bootcamps to learn advanced skills.
A veteran TV General Manager at a D1 university, Micah encourages all students to apply: “If you don’t believe you have the experience, ask yourself if you have the talent.” Desire plus talent will create opportunities to earn more experience. Whether you join a major university or small liberal arts media outlet, you benefit from alumni success. You’ll be motivated to improve when you learn about the graduating senior starting their career at a Late-Night TV show, entertainment network, and mainstream news industries. Your university’s name and your media outlet title will open your pathway to interviews.
If you’re still on the fence about joining campus media, remember this advice: weigh the pros vs. cons. The con is you figure out early that you don’t like this profession. If you don’t like becoming a reporter, now you know and you are not obligated to continue. You have time to shift gears with your major. That’s actually a positive. The benefits of campus media are massive: establish a network of industry professionals, gain real-world experience, and discover your passion to pursue your career path. More importantly, the relationships you maintain will last you a lifetime. The small step risk you took of stepping into a campus media door has rewarded you with some good friends and funny memories. All while gaining professional experience.

Action Steps
	1.
Recon: Watch episodes of campus TV productions. Read a few issues of the student newspaper or listen to the radio station broadcasts. Review their website to learn about current stories and examine the organizational chart. Read staff bios and follow all social media platforms. Your goal is to familiarize yourself with the outlet’s style and content to prepare talking points for when you attend the General Interest Meeting.

 

	2.
Show Up: Be brave and introduce yourself to the faculty supervisor of the campus media outlet of your choice. Ask about when they host their meetings, open positions, and available assignments. Ask to shadow an experienced student for a few weeks to learn the ropes of crafting content. Clearly communicate your availability and establish a manageable goal: create at least one professional work sample by the end of the semester.

 

	3.
Start Small: I guarantee your media outlet has a story collecting dust. Nobody on staff is interested in covering it. But you’ll take it because a low-stakes story is the perfect way to enter the work site. By being willing to cover different types of stories, not just your preferred topic, your peers will give you a warm welcome for being a team player.

 

	4.
Collaborate: At the weekly meeting, introduce yourself to someone new. Brainstorm some ideas about projects that you can co-byline together. Experiment with different roles and departments each semester. Hidden agenda: make friends! Professional agenda: develop interpersonal skills and expand your portfolio samples.

 

	5.
Experiment: Give me two hours a day. Invest in your skills. Break from your comfort zone. If you can write, focus on learning video production. Train to create graphics for social media. Practice with new equipment and software. Aim for versatility to develop your weaknesses. Ask the faculty supervisor for constructive criticism of your work. Most important: be patient and demonstrate self-compassion as you learn.

 

	6.
Think Long-Term: Network within your campus media outlet. You never know who will discover a job opening. But do not limit yourself to peers. Schedule an appointment to meet your faculty supervisor and upperclassmen to learn about successful alums who began their journeys at your media outlet. Conduct an informational interview with these alums to ask about key skills needed to transition from student to professional, as well as the process for how their organization hires interns.

 

	7.
AI Sandbox: Use AI to complement, not replace, your campus media skills. Create a “sandbox” file where you experiment with AI prompts to understand their capabilities before applying them to actual projects. Never use AI to generate quotes or final content. Verify all facts independently. Use AI to brainstorm potential stories, headlines, or draft descriptions for your produced podcast. Use AI to provide feedback on your writing structure, suggest potential sources or questions for interviews. Ethically enhance your creativity, but don’t substitute these tools for your personal development.
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Abstract
This chapter explores the critical transition from college student to industry professional in the communications field, emphasizing the importance of strategic self-branding and leveraging internships. It delves into the concept of “invisible labor”—the often unseen work required to build a professional reputation and network. The chapter provides real-world examples from students who have successfully navigated this journey, highlighting how they strategically chose internships not just for experience, but also to enhance their personal brand and resume. Finally, it offers practical action steps for students to develop their professional identity, from creating a personal branding strategy to maximizing networking opportunities, all aimed at positioning themselves competitively in the job market upon graduation.
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As Brad sounded defeated about paying off his student loans for a degree that he can’t use to secure full-time employment, I asked him a simple question: “How did you get your current job?” Brad recapped how he worked in construction throughout college, maintaining contact with his old supervisor to provide updates on his progress toward his degree and career path. After a few interviews and no job offers, his construction supervisor offered him his first full-time position post-commencement. I was dumbfounded, so I asked Brad a pointed question: Were you stupid or lazy? I grinned, hoping to disarm him. I knew full well that I was risking a punch in the mouth. But Brad simply said: What do you mean?
For the next 30 minutes, I outlined how Brad understood networking. Frankly, he perfected it with his former site supervisor and earned employment as a laborer. But I couldn’t understand how he didn’t implement this approach to his career path in communications. We have countless career events on campus. Speakers visiting to lecture on hot topics. And alums returning to campus to meet current students and share career advice. Your campus Career Office literally offers a yearly calendar of events to network, practice job interviews, and meet with reps from hiring companies.
Brad was aware of how our former college hosted a ton of these events, but he never saw the value in attending. More importantly, if he can maintain the bond with his construction crew, why didn’t Brad reach out to his former internship site supervisor at the local newspaper? Why didn’t he maintain contact with any of his professional references?1
That’s the goal of this chapter: I’ll provide an overview of networking, outline how to secure references or meet professional contacts, and detail how to gain access to your future dream job. Would you be surprised if I said it’s as easy as having the courage to talk to someone?
The Brand of You
In 1997, Tom Peters wrote an article during the dot-com era for Fast Company magazine called “The Brand Called You,” highlighting the notion of individuals positioning themselves as free agents in a competitive marketplace and encouraging them to “establish your own micro equivalent of the Nike swoosh.”2 This is an excellent time for a self-assessment: What’s your brand? Did you define the color scheme of your logo? What product is your best seller? What’s your sales pitch to slice through the clutter of an information overloaded society? This self-diagnosis can help you construct your professional identity during your initial career transition from college to paycheck. Quite simply, why should someone hire you?
For a dose of reality, take a look at your classmates: Would you hire all of them? Would you pay Gene—the kid who strolls into class late, watches baseball games on his cellphone during class, and gives a half-hearted effort on his assignments? Of course not. However, I’m sure there are several students that you can pinpoint that you would offer a job to if you owned a company.
But shift the selfie lens: Would your classmate hire you? In other words, if you had to fund an advertisement to run during your next Netflix and chill session, what’s the content that would stoke the fire? I earned a B in comm theory! Limp talking points. Like your partner in the room watching Always Sunny in Philadelphia with you, you only need one person to be enamored by your potential: hiring managers. But before we get to hiring managers, one of my first readers of this book, Susquehanna University creative writing and secondary education graduate Rebeca Sandstrom, offered an ideal summary of this book for fellow Always Sunny fans:	D.
demonstrate your value in your resume

 

	E.
explore multiple on-campus opportunities

 

	N.
nurture your portfolio

 

	N.
notify higher-ups of your passion and enthusiasm

 

	I.
invest yourself in multiple fields to branch out 

 

	S.
secure an awesome career path using Dr. G’s wisdom

 




Developing a personal brand while gaining professional status is one of the foundational elements of your career path. But how do we define self-branding? Alice Marwick argues that status is achieved through an individual’s accomplishments.3 Self-branding is promoting your professional identity, which typically begins with your campus experiences. Your Career Development Office typically includes information for students to develop a personal brand, so make an appointment to stop by their office to learn about the resources available to you.
For example, Kansas State University’s Career Center page notes: “Today, it is increasingly important to share who you are and what you have to offer an employer, to create a” brand “for yourself. You are the product you are marketing to a potential buyer (the employer).”4 These career resources feature links to articles on best practices and examples of personal branding for students to emulate, including crafting an “authentic” LinkedIn profile with consistent content, optimizing keywords for Search Engine Optimization, and networking activities like seeking recommendations from former internship supervisors.
Kathryn LeBlanc argues personal branding centers on influencing opinions of classmates, professors, and future employers. To self-brand, LeBlanc encourages college students to scrub social media accounts for incriminating photos and poor grammar, share their perspectives on podcasts and other platforms to build an online audience, and develop relationships with mentors at the internship site to grow their network of contacts who can help secure future employment.5

Invisible Labor in Career Development
Ever hear the old axiom: preparation + opportunity = luck. Very meta, but the problem with this axiom is we cannot see preparation. This is the invisible labor required to succeed in any profession. If you are a student-athlete, you can completely relate to this concept. Fans pay attention to your stats, but we fail to see all the prep work. The suffering through hours of morning lifts. The monotonous game plan meetings, film sessions, and walkthroughs. The extra reps in the weight room and practices. Audiences scrutinize the box score but miss the real labor required to achieve athletic success. It’s the same philosophy in the classroom.
Employers gauge your GPA and the brand name of your university on your degree. But employers discount the four years you suffered through coursework. You labor without celebration, agonizing through reading books to prepare for exams. And you are subjected to the most insufferable aspect of all college life: group projects! Yes, you suffer in the sanctity of your dorm as you dream to escape at commencement. While your parent or guardian glances at your grades as a safeguard, nobody truly reflects on your level of investment to obtain classroom success. And ask yourself: What aspects of this labor are worthy of shameless self-promotion?
Adam Arvidsson, Alessandro Gandini, and Carolina Bandinelli explored self-branding as a form of invisible labor. Accordingly, skilled professionals invest in their reputations to become marketable assets. However, “the labor of self-branding is also invisible in the sense that this practice is rarely discussed or shared; it is simply something that one does as a matter of course, much like brushing one’s teeth or working out at the gym” (p. 240).6
Thus, you will be instructed to promote your achievements and establish your reputation on social media. As you gain professional connections, this network serves as third-party endorsements, which garners industry trust and credibility for your creative skillsets. You will join a group of early career workers who conduct this invisible labor to research internship sites, maintain professional networks, learn new technical skills and digital software.

Professional Foundation: Leveraging Campus Media Experiences
College students can take several paths toward employment in response to the mandate of professionalization. What do you mean by mandate of professionalization? Basically, your career path. How you transition from a college student into an entry-level professional. At this point in your academic career, very few of you might relate to Vanessa’s story.
A junior broadcast journalism major, Vanessa participated in three internships at the time of her interview with me. She was even applying for a fourth internship for the fall semester of her senior year. Vanessa has a boatload of professional experience. But she had to have a massive reality check before thriving on her career path. She conducted a self-assessment.
After her first two years in the classroom, Vanessa was veering onto the Brad track. “I’m about to be a junior in college and I don’t have anything to show for it,” Vanessa said. “I want to actually have a job out of college, and I felt like, you know, it’s time to have an internship, it’s time to get more involved with my major.” Vanessa’s self-assessment was critical. She realized that she was stuck in the survive coursework routine. But life is fixable if you are willing to take a moment to gauge where you stand on your career path. Ask yourself: Am I a marketable commodity? Why would an organization benefit from hiring me? What skillset separates me from my classmates and other job candidates for open positions? Vanessa quickly recognized the need for industry experience to complement her major coursework to earn full-time employment.
For the students I interviewed for this book, the drive to gain professional experience bubbled to the surface during the summer between sophomore and junior year. Vanessa quickly secured internships during the fall, spring, and summer of junior year. Interns like Vanessa were motivated to pursue internships to enhance employability and diversify their professional portfolio, not only from coursework, but creative work produced at campus media.
Successful interns tended to focus on making mistakes and learning the craft with the student newspaper, television station, or student-run public relations agency. I outlined the benefits of student media in Chap. 3. However, while campus media is a great entryway into the industry, the experience should not serve as a substitute for professional portfolio samples gained at internships. What thriving students soon realized was they needed industry insiders to recognize their professional competence.
While campus media creative samples are critical to employment prospects, students soon learned these positions will not translate to full-time employment. Simply, you won’t get hired at the campus radio station. Your college has a station manager for the role. And most campus media positions are for training, not to grow roots. It’s time to move out of your dorm.

Transitioning from Student to Professional
It’s time to be reborn. As the days of college life come to an end, it’s now time to begin your professional career. As you destroyed any remnants of the high school version of yourself that existed on your resume, another funeral will soon occur as you bury the college iteration of your professional self. And from the ashes will emerge a career communication professional. Kiera began developing her journalism skills at her university’s student newspaper and magazine.
Kiera explained her rationale for completing multiple internships prior to her senior year as a necessary step to earn employment in the contemporary media landscape: “I’m very interested in the intern topic right now ‘cause I think it has a lot to do with like Millennials in the workforce,” Kiera said. “They think like it’s just a very aggressive atmosphere… it used to be like college was the thing you had to work your ass off for and like get your resume. Now it’s internships -- it’s a very competitive thing more than it ever has been before.”
Kiera hits on a key point: the work does not end at commencement. Remember how you suffered through high school to earn enrollment at your current university? At that point, you accepted your diploma and began your college career. You are now embarking on the next chapter of your life by putting in the work to earn sustainable employment. As noted earlier, your degree is a basic requirement, but employers will not give you a job because you have a degree.
Kiera compares the need to distinguish oneself prior to applying for college admission with an emerging reality many college students experience with internships and the job market: to secure full-time employment, prospective workers must earn industry credentials through internships to gain access to the PR and media industries. Without the requisite industry experience as a student, access to prestigious internship positions is unavailable. Your goal is to follow Kiera’s footsteps and develop a strategy to meet communication industry expectations.

Selecting Internships for Brand Value
Gabrielle selected her unpaid internship site because of the organizational prestige. Think about that for a minute, good citizens. She was not concerned with the paycheck, nor for what the skills she would learn at the work site. Gabrielle strategically selected a PR internship with a minor league sports team to add the branded experience to her list of credentials: “I thought it would be a cool opportunity to put it on my resume, to say that I worked with, you know, like an affiliate with the (major league sports team) someday,” said Gabrielle, a junior mass communication major with a marketing minor.
Beyond the paycheck, even unpaid experiences can be excellent talking points in future interviews. Lured by the reputation of a subsidiary of a professional sports team, Gabrielle did not apply with the intention of obtaining a full-time position. She was motivated to intern because of the perceived value the organization’s reputation added to her resume while gaining experience in her field of study. This was a very smart approach to developing her professional brand. This is a strategic approach many thriving students take to enhance opportunities.
Jared had a similar experience when he completed an internship during the summer of his junior year with an advertising agency in New York. He completed a corporate internship the spring of his sophomore year. An advertising major with a leadership role in his university’s Advertising Club, Jared selected his second internship site, not based on the internship job description, but to list the brand on his resume: “The number one thing I wanted out of the internship was just a good first experience at an advertising agency,” Jared said. “I didn’t really care what it entailed. I just wanted like a good name and a good experience.” Jared pointed out during the interview that a “good experience” was to observe an advertising agency’s corporate culture and complete basic tasks.
Similarly, Sara completed internships three consecutive semesters to earn a paid position with a media conglomerate. She was an emerging senior majoring in advertising with a minor in PR, as well as campaign event coordinator for the student-run PR agency. Sara viewed her internships as a leap in professional skills learned beyond coursework, which improved her personal brand and marketability. “Everyone knows (conglomerate) like it’s just a brand and a big, big name that everyone knows whether you love it or hate it,” Sara said. “Getting an internship at one of these big companies just to get my foot in the door further than anybody else who hasn’t for a full-time job.” Students like Sara understand the value of their work and status recognition as self-branding strategies.

Learning Industry Insights Through Internships
Perfectly content to get his foot in the industry door, Jared wanted to spotlight an ad agency on his resume. It’s important to note Jared was content with completing tasks that weren’t necessarily portfolio samples. Rather, he was more interested in learning the behind-the-scenes of how an agency worked. What do people wear at the work site? How is work assigned to the team members? How does management resolve conflict? What do current professionals read to stay current on industry trends? What opportunities are available to network at the work site?
As a recent college graduate with a bachelor’s degree in journalism and media studies, Marie completed four internships and learned about corporate hierarchies at network news stations. Marie recalls of her internship experiences: “Everyone knows what a director does. What a camera man does. But not everyone knows what a programming director does,” Marie said. “Not everyone knows that people now are beginning to learn what social media managers do and like content creators for digital. But a lot of people don’t realize what they do, day in and day out, so it’s a way, to like, to learn those positions.”
During Marie’s internships, she learned more than surface-level acumen about professional titles. She gained industry knowledge through observation, learning about the roles and responsibilities of laborers within the PR and media industries. And if you haven’t been speeding through the chapters, skipping out on the action steps, you should have a very good idea about the variety of industry positions beyond the job title. If you completed the Action Steps, you should have used ChatGPT to explore careers and scanned internship and job postings on LinkedIn to learn the qualifications needed to be candidates on the competitive job market.

Maximizing Your Internship: Networking and Building Connections
Yes, a critical benefit of internships is establishing industry connections. You will meet people at the work site who are kind and willing to help you advance in your career. You can also use your key skills to make this a mutually beneficial relationship: Yes, I can create a free brochure for you, write a few posts for your blog, cut a video, or craft some social media graphics. Nobody wants to be taken advantage of in any relationship, so try to be reciprocal and support your colleagues. Instead of thinking: what can this organization or this colleague do for me? Change your mentality and think: here are some examples of meaningful work that I can do for you. Your skills can take work off your colleague’s plate.

Flipping Internships into Career Opportunities
By obtaining prestigious internships, thriving students improved their future career prospects significantly as their resumes included brand-name experience that helped bypass resume sorting software and short-listed them as candidates for other prestigious internship experiences. Marie networked with upperclassmen to secure references for internship sites:
“You see all your friends doing (internships) on Snapchat and social media and you want to do that, too, just to kind of compete,” Marie said. “So, that was a thing, too, which sounds bad, like I wanted to do it because all my friends were doing it. But I saw that they were getting jobs in the industry. I knew that it helped.”
Shameless self-promotion is a key ingredient for industry success. You might not realize it, but people within the industry will notice your subtle plugs of accomplishments, so long as you don’t smother them with basic content. Marie also took advantage of social media for the next move on her career chess board.
Marie had one national network internship painted in bold on her resume. She was a self-advocate for her career: “I noticed that last semester after I had (national TV station) on my resume, I had gotten a lot more calls back from departments that I had never gotten calls back from before, the same portals,” Marie said. Those name brands rattle the machine known as sifting software. They’ll get your resume on the short list for coveted interviews.
Marie competed against an estimated pool of tens of thousands of applicants for an internship for her second major news network. Think about that, folks. You are competing in national searches for these positions. Another unfortunate nugget is that you are also competing against recent graduates for prestigious internships. Yes, some graduates tuck their diploma under their arm and apply for internships as a bridge to their first paid gig.
Self-assessment time, good citizens: What is your brand and how are you promoting yourself to compete against these titans of the job market?

Action Steps
	1.
Make the path to your dream job more concrete. What steps would you logically take to move from student into a professional context? Simply: How do you get to ESPN from Susquehanna University? Do some preliminary research for open internships at ESPN or whatever company you hope employs you after graduation. What are the skills and qualifications needed for the position? This builds on the earlier Action Steps you completed. Now, create your concrete islands: how will you achieve those skills? Work back from your dream company to your university: where should you strategically intern to gain the experience needed to be a qualified applicant at ESPN?

 

	2.
Visit your university’s Career Planning office. Obtain a list of alums who are willing to speak to current students in your major. Branch out to alums in other majors if it may overlap with your major. For instance, we have an alum who works for a major sport team’s marketing department. So, while not technically a communication degree, our sports media majors would benefit from connecting with that alum.

 

	3.
Research. Find the human resource office website for your dream organization or upcoming internship. Find the policies on discrimination and harassment. Know the steps to take to file a report for any inappropriate behavior. Your new colleague should act like professionals, regardless of your emerging professional status. Just because you are “only an intern” doesn’t mean you should be treated unfairly.

 

	4.
Join a professional organization in your field. Most professional associations have student discounts. Review their website for upcoming events and aim to attend the annual conference or workshops. What mentorship opportunities are available to students?

 

	5.
Organize your best work samples. Invest the time to create print and digital versions of your portfolio. Tailor your resume and portfolio for specific job applications.

 

	6.
Give back. Develop your portfolio by giving back to your local community. Find a local nonprofit organization and volunteer to produce material: social media graphics, video, brochure, and any other content they need to promote their services. You gain professional work samples while your neighbors learn about life-changing resources.

 

	7.
ChatGPT: Write prompts to learn the best practices of branding and effective ways to promote yourself on social media platforms. Expand and investigate how influencers promote products on their socials. Devour books on the craft of self-promotion.

 





Footnotes
1For an academic deep dive into the mandate of professionalization, see my research in the Journal of Public Relations Education. Giomboni, J. (2025). Mandate of Professionalization: Serial Interns, Self-Branding and Invisible Laborers in the PR and Media Industries. Journal of Public Relations Education, 11(2), 13–45. Retrieved from https://​journalofpreduca​tion.​com/​2025/​08/​01/​mandate-of-professionalizat​ion-serial-interns-self-branding-and-invisible-laborers-in-the-pr-and-media-industries/​

 

2Peters, T. (1997, August 31). The brand called you. Fast Company. https://​www.​fastcompany.​com/​28905/​brand-called-you

 

3Marwick, A. (2013). Status update: Celebrity, publicity, and branding in the social media age. New Haven: Yale University Press.

 

4https://​www.​k-state.​edu/​careercenter/​students/​branding/​personalbrand.​html

 

5LeBlanc, K. (2018, March 5). How students can build their personal brand while in university. Medium. Retrieved from https://​medium.​com/​the-mission/​how-students-can-build-their-personal-brand-while-in-university-50303e21c1e0

 

6Arvidsson, A., Gandini, A., & Bandinelli, C. (2016). Self-Branding among Freelance Knowledge Workers. In Crain M., Poster W., & Cherry M. (Eds.), Invisible Labor: Hidden Work in the Contemporary World (pp. 239–256). Oakland, California: University of California Press.
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Abstract
This chapter delves into the art of conducting informational interviews as a powerful tool for career development and networking. It emphasizes the importance of thorough preparation, including extensive research on the interviewee and crafting thoughtful questions that demonstrate genuine interest and professionalism. The author encourages students to “take big swings” by reaching out to high-level professionals in their desired field, providing practical advice on how to make these connections and maximize the value of these interactions. Throughout the chapter, there’s a strong emphasis on the potential of these interviews to not only provide valuable industry insights but also to open doors to future opportunities, making them a crucial step in strategic career planning.
Keywords
Finding and interviewing dream job professionalsResearching career pathsWorkplace site visitsBuilding relationshipsQuestions for career role models
You need to have the courage to reach out to industry pros to achieve success. The good news is that if you are prepared, they’ll be eager to connect. Sad news but there’s no Tinder app or central hub of industry professionals eager to share wisdom. Fortunately, your Career Development Center features a list of alums who literally signed up to support current students. But if the person temporarily holding your dream job isn’t an alum, how do you meet them? Informational interviews can help you earn competitive internships and jobs.
How do you obtain these positions? First, I’ll outline the steps to create and maintain your professional network with a helpful trick of the trade known as informational interviews. This is how you move beyond your parent’s friends or the dude from church who raves about contacting him after you graduate. Yikes! No, make note of the following steps to meet industry professionals to learn about potential career paths. While Church Dude may be a potential lead for employment, we can take a more strategic approach to your career path.
During my Digital Media Essentials course, we build personal websites from scratch using HTML and CSS, cut video with Premiere Pro, workshop the basics of Excel. This is our 101 class. First step to a communication degree at Susquehanna University. Thank you, SU professor John Foltz for creating this terrific foundational course. And the assignment I love most in that course is the Dream Job. My students are tasked with contacting industry professionals for at least a 30-minute interview. Now is the time to be brave. This is your life, so be courageous and take the time to be a self-advocate to steer your career.
Now, my students have options for who they can interview. They can interview their teammate who recently completed an internship, coach, professor, or family friends. And they’ll earn a 70 on the assignment. If they decide to stop at the bottom rung, we both move on with the minimum passing grade. Students who ace this assignment take big swings.
This isn’t a time to cower. In other words, this is the first step to pursuing the job you want, and you won’t even contact someone in the field? Your coach, professor, classmate, family friend, and even Church Dude will be available after this semester. Church Dude is banking on it. You can interview them on your dime. In my class, it’s time to take a hack.
Take Massive Swings: All Current Industry Professionals Can Say Is “No”
My dad’s advice rings true: all they can say is no. Feel free to apply this mantra to all facets of your life, ranging from potential partners to job interviews. If someone declines your interview request, don’t take it personal. Sadly, you may even get an occasional idiot who is downright obnoxious. There are massive egos in every industry. Some people within the industry, especially if you take a massive swing, will ghost you. Silent no. Who cares? Send out messages and slide into the DMs of as many people in your field of choice. Or you can take a solid strategic approach to gain access by contacting their organization’s PR people.
When you contact the PR folks, be friendly and let them know who you are and what you’re trying to achieve: a 30-minute interview. I’ll be blunt: this is not a time for an internship pitch or solicitation for employment. Although, you’ll be surprised how many of my students glisten when they tell me their interviews led to future opportunities. But Dr. G, what if all ten people I contact are willing to talk to me? Go play the lottery because you struck gold and expanded your network. Take the time to interview everyone who agrees to spend their valuable time with a budding communication professional. What do I say to these prestigious individuals?
For starters, I put a template at the end of this chapter that I use in my Susquehanna University class. This is a professional email/DM you can modify and send to your contact. But before we get into the questions, take a minute to celebrate. A person you respect in the industry is willing to talk to you! But don’t fall through the trap door and wing your interview. Quality questions equal professionalism. So, your first step is rigorous preparation through research.

Preliminary Research
As Ted Lasso said: “be curious, not judgmental.” Show enthusiasm to learn every aspect of their career path. Google and ChatGPT are good research friends but always verify your information. You don’t want to embarrass yourself by mentioning incorrect “facts.” Search for this person’s bio on their organization’s website to learn the basics before scanning the web for news stories. This is the only acceptable time to stalk someone’s socials. Leave your ex-partner alone. Focus your attention to review all your interviewee’s social media posts from at least the last six months as each of these posts could be talking points during your interview. Your goal is to know their education history, including major and minors. When and where did they intern? You should have the complete map of their career from first job through their current gig.
In the next section, I’ll feed you an interview guide or your list of questions from introductory through their final job. This will provide a valuable tool: you’ll know exactly when the interview is over! You’ll begin by writing questions about why they selected their major to how they found their first job through their current gig.
For every question, think logical about how they may respond to your question. This will help you craft good follow-ups to each potential response. Write them all down. It will ease your anxiety and keep you focused when you meet this person. This may seem like common sense, but I’m literally floored when some Brad-like students conduct these interviews and waste the individual’s precious time with mundane questions. Where did you go to school? What was your major? Are you kidding me. These individuals should be elite in your industry, so why are you wasting their valuable time, as well as embarrassing your alma mater, by demonstrating your lack of professionalism with questions you can skim from LinkedIn?
This not only reflects poorly on your laziness, but you shattered the chances of future students who would have properly interviewed this person. Would you ask an NFL MVP where he went to college? If you had ten minutes with Warren Buffett, I doubt you would waste the seconds by seeking easily accessible information. This is how obscene these questions would be to industry pros. Respect your alma mater, classmates, and professors. Have some self-respect and spend a tremendous amount of time conducting research. You’ll hit the saturation point when you think you know everything about this individual. More importantly, you’ll know everything written about them so you can ask questions and gain insights only available to you. You’ll be bursting to meet them at corporate headquarters.

Invade Enemy Lines: Why You Should Meet on Their Turf
Where should we meet? First, under zero circumstances is it ever acceptable to submit a list of questions to this person via email. Do you really expect this prestigious individual to conduct all this free labor for a stranger? This is a Brad move and, if you were in their position, how much effort would you put into it? You would do the bare minimum or abort the commitment. While Zoom/Teams or phone calls work for the assignment, perfectly acceptable options, invest in the opportunity to travel to the individual’s turf.
First, you’ll gain access and have a better understanding of ESPN operations. The goal is a schematic of the dream work site. What does it look like inside? How are the offices configured? How do people dress for this professional setting? And here’s some subtle advice: this individual will feel compelled to introduce you to people around the office.
They’ll be cordial when a coworker approaches and asks this prestigious individual: should I call security? I’m kidding. But you should be dressed for the part so do a quick Google search for the Human Resources policies for appropriate attire or doomscroll on the social media accounts of employees to discover if they dress business casual or informal. You want to blend into this community because the office will be alive when you arrive.
One last point: As you research, investigate who hires interns at this organization. This could be someone you strategically ask to be introduced to when you visit. This is not possible via Zoom, Captain Obvious. So, I tell my students that it’s worth cutting class, if necessary, to spend the day traveling from campus the two hours to Philadelphia to meet professionals. Regardless of where you need to travel to the host site, the $100 in gas, tolls, and parking is a modestly cheap investment to secure professional references. Now it’s time to outline your questions to maximize this tremendous opportunity.

Crafting Your Interview Guide
When it comes time to ask your questions, be a decent citizen and built rapport with small talk, playing detective and investigating all their photos, diplomas, and other relics displayed around the office. Be enthusiastic and genuinely interested in their responses. While it will be helpful to have this interview guide, the worst thing you can do is stick rigidly to your questions like an old man refusing to take off his socks at the beach.
These elite individuals will provide tremendous advice, so respond to their answers for a deeper dive. It’s ok to ask follow-up questions to develop the full picture. They’ll be flattered you are interested in their life. What will you ask them? Here’s the basic guide for informational interviews that I typically craft each semester with my students at Susquehanna University.
You will open this conversation with background questions. This is a subtle way to showcase your research. What made you interested in XX major? Mention their major and minors as it demonstrates that you did your homework. How did you learn about the internship with XX company? After you graduated from Susquehanna University, how did you land your first job with XX company? Get the insider knowledge to learn how they found their jobs. Some might say they networked with alums while they were college students, maintaining that relationship until they hit the job market. The next question they’ll love: What are some of the skills you wish you learned in college that would have better prepared you for your first job?
Yes, it’s true, your university cannot teach you every nuance for every position in every communication industry. Prepare for a life-long education to continue learning new skills and technology as you mature and grow into a professional. While this is humbling news, you should examine this as a positive as you stay current on trends within your field. Also, if you knew everything about your first job, then you picked the wrong first job. The key for agreeing to work for your first company is an opportunity for growth.
This is why fake it ‘til you make it is a reasonable motto. Your first company wants to know your range of abilities, but the hiring manager doesn’t expect you to know every facet of the position before you start. So, be brave and apply to positions if you fulfill most criteria. They expect you to learn something new in this position. That’s why we ask our interviewee this question about what they wished they learned in school to apply to their first job. This individual could hit on technical skills like Excel or video editing or how they were trained on a certain software or archaic technical equipment the company (or your university) was too cheap to upgrade. After you finish writing these background questions, visualize the interview taking place and think about how they may respond so you can craft follow-up questions.
After the background questions, create a new subhead for questions investigating their first job. It’s usually a fascinating story: Who helped them get it? Did they have to move to a new city? What were the perks that made the position attractive? For the “what did you wish you knew before starting” question, separate it into two questions: technology and soft skills.
Some good technology questions can be if they used the same equipment in college and the work site, or did they have to learn something new. How has that technology changed over the course of their career? For soft skills, ask about interpersonal communication or how they evaluate colleagues based on how they function as part of a team and their professional communication with supervisors. Do not investigate each position, yet. We only want to learn how they got their first job and the transition from college.
You’ll cover each job and their entire career path. Here, our goal is an overview. What made you leave this position for the next one? What skills did you hope you would gain with the second job? What surprised you about this new gig that you didn’t learn in your prior role? Rinse and repeat for each rung in the ladder up to their present dream job. Now, we’ll get into the weeds of their roles and responsibilities. In other words, what in the world does a VP of corporate communication strategy actually do all day?

The Role of Conversation
Job titles are essentially meaningless: Chief Communication Officer, Vice President of Executive Strategy, or Nephew of Some Rich Bastard. Titles vary by organization and won’t tell you how a person fills 40 hours per week. We want to ask questions like who do they report to, who reports to them, and how they are evaluated for an annual raise? The goal for the next section of questions of your informational interview: roles and responsibilities. Now that you have an outline of their career path, this is the time to gauge if this is the job for you.
These are the important work-life balance type of information we crave: How often are you stuck working nights and weekends? Are you on call as an emergency contact every six weeks? More importantly, these questions are a gateway to asking about their daily tasks. What is a typical day in the office for you? Most will be humble or maybe even have a hearty laugh about there is no typical day. Fine, but your goal here is to investigate if the position requires them to be onsite full-time or if they work remote hybrid hours. After these quick questions, we’ll follow up with the heart of the interview: specifics about their primary responsibilities.
What software do you use most often in this job? What other departments do you typically work with in this position? This is where you act as Sherlock Holmes. You are a detective investigating this criminal who stole your dream job. What aspect of your job do they find most rewarding? The next question is tricky as we don’t want to be blunt and conjure the pain they battle through by working in this insane asylum. Instead, we reframe the worst part of your job question to: What is one part of your job that you would happily delegate to a coworker? We should have a useful overview at this point. We know the technology we need to learn, as well as the other departments, which should point you into enrolling for those classes, so you have a foundational understanding of the jargon of working with the finance office. Next, we dig into the most important element: How do people at this company keep their job?
What are the key skills you are evaluated on each year? What skills do you evaluate your interns or staff? Pay attention to the skills mentioned as this insider information is essentially handing you the keys to working there. You can be coy and mention how you have working knowledge in all these areas. Maybe even branch off into a tangent about a project you worked on for an internship or campus media, highlighting this skill.
You will ask a ton of questions here, Sherlock. Your goal is to learn the specific equipment and software that company requires students to know to obtain the coveted internship. Do they use Final Cut X or Premiere Pro? Do they expect you to have a quality personal camera or offer a library of equipment that would make a film director envious. You’ll close this section of our interview with a deeper dive on soft skills.
What are some of the soft skills you hope new employees or interns have when they start here? Soft skills they can mention include file management or organizational skills, time management and hitting deadlines, and the interpersonal communication ability to play nice with coworkers. Follow-up by asking what soft skills do they think new employees need to work on to succeed in this industry? At some point during the interview, I guarantee they’ll respond with a glorious indicator you’re crushing this interview, improving your odds for future opportunities: that’s a good question. Now you know this informational interview is humming. You’re acting like a professional and all you did was steal these questions and do some preliminary research. Don’t rest on your laurels. Time to get greedy and gain some more insider information.

Industry Consumption Habits
You are what you consume.1 This section of the interview is about obtaining the ingredients that created this individual into a successful leader of their profession. Where do they gain knowledge about the industry? Transition into this section by asking what publications they subscribe to stay abreast of industry trends. Basically, what do they read? What podcasts do they subscribe to? What resources do they recommend to their new employees?
This will give you tremendous insights about publications you may not have considered, as well as where to find breaking trends in your industry. These will be key for talking points with future hiring managers so you’re not stale like Scott Wasteland and his crisis communication history lesson (see Chap. 1), as well as an opportunity to pilfer tricks of the trade from these resources to add value to work site.
Reading these pubs will help you make positive contributions to brainstorming meetings that extend beyond opinion and rooted in current facts. Cite these sources during meetings. Here’s a brief example. During job and internship interviews, humble brag: While I was meeting with (industry professional from info interview), she mentioned (podcast). I’ve been hooked. On a recent episode, (expert) spoke about (industry trend). I researched your social media posts over the last six months, and I think this would be perfect opportunity for your organization. The hiring manager will be drooling. This is a chance to demonstrate the breadth of your knowledge. The last question of this section is seeking recommendations for events or conferences they recommend attending to learn new skills. This transitions into our two closing questions.

That’s a Wrap: Don’t Overstay Your Welcome
First, is there anyone else you think I should talk to about this industry. Careful here because if you’re too vague asking if there is anyone I should meet, you might accidentally offend this person who sacrificed an hour of their time to help you. What? I’m not good enough and you want to talk to someone else?
This is not what you wanted to imply, so be specific: Can you recommend someone who can tell me about the role of data analytics in public relations? Maybe how an emerging employee uses data as evidence to support publicity campaigns? Did you hire any new employees who can tell me about their transition from college to working at such a prestigious organization? The goal for this question is to spark a recommendation. You want the person you are interviewing to immediately think of an individual who has experience tackling this area of the profession. And bingo, you just expanded your network with an additional industry contact.
The very last question: Is there anything I missed today that you wanted to discuss? Think logical, good citizens. This person has probably spent a few minutes thinking about your interview and maybe did some recon on you to make sure you’re legit. I’m sure this person thought about what they want to tell you as they reminisced about their time in college. Most likely, if you followed this interview guide, they’ll say no, you did a very professional job.
And that’s exactly how you want industry insiders to perceive your brand. Repeat this process and meet new people to create opportunities on your career path. Your new network will be excellent insiders to tell you about unlisted job openings or internships.

Action Steps
	1.
Preliminary research: Before reaching out for an informational interview, conduct extensive research on the professional currently holding your dream job. Review their bio on the company website, search for news articles, and social media platforms.

 

	2.
Take “big swings” when reaching out to industry professionals: You should aim high and contact industry professionals currently in your dream roles, not just settling for easily accessible contacts like family connections or teammates. This chapter emphasizes that “all they can say is no,” so you shouldn’t be afraid to reach out to top professionals. Who cares if they ghost you? Move on to the next candidate!

 

	3.
Craft a comprehensive interview guide: You need to be prepared. Developing a detailed list of questions covering the professional’s background, career path, current roles and responsibilities, industry insights, and recommendations for further contacts or resources. Loot this chapter for your questions.

 

	4.
Be bold and prioritize in-person meetings: While phone or video calls are acceptable, I strongly recommend trying to meet at the professional’s workplace. I know cost and time are issues. But, when possible, this provides additional networking opportunities and a firsthand chance to observe and immerse yourself into the work environment.

 

	5.
Follow-up on industry resources: After the interview, you should actively engage with the recommended publications, podcasts, and events suggested by the professional to stay current with industry trends and expand your knowledge base. These investments are excellent talking points when it comes time for job and internship interviews.

 





Appendix: Email Template
Below is a template I designed for my students at Susquehanna University. You can revise this file based on your university and experience for your dream job interview. Swing big!
Subject line: Interview Request
Hello, XX.
My name is XX. I am a sports media major at Susquehanna University. I am currently working on a class assignment to interview a person who has my dream job. I aspire to be a sports reporter at a network like ESPN.
I would like to interview you about your daily role and responsibilities, career path, and listen to your advice for someone entering the field. The interview would be recorded for my assignment but only my professor would have access to grade the assignment based on my research and quality of questions. The interview would take approximately 30 minutes.
Would you have some time next week to meet with me to discuss your career path? If you have any questions or concerns, please let me know. I’d be happy to arrange a time to talk that’s convenient for your schedule. Thank you for your time and consideration,
Your Name
Susquehanna University, Class of 2030
Email; Phone
Website/LinkedIn Profile Link?

Footnotes
1For an academic deep dive into industry trade publications, see my research in PR Inquiry: Giomboni, J. (2025). A political economy of communication analysis of PR News: Intern status, skills, and conflict within the public relations industry. Public Relations Inquiry, 14(1), 49–68. DOI: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​2046147X24126696​3
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Abstract
This chapter explores the concept of invisible labor in the context of internships and early career development. It delves into how unpaid work, networking, and personal branding contribute to professional growth and future job prospects. Through real-life examples and scholarly research, the chapter illustrates strategies for validating skills, securing valuable references, and navigating the complexities of transitioning from student to professional. Ultimately, it provides insights on how to leverage invisible labor to build a strong foundation for a successful career, emphasizing the importance of strategic thinking and persistence in the face of challenging job market conditions.
Keywords
Resume-boosting internshipsProfessional shadowingSocial media job networkingSecuring career referencesBehind-the-scenes career prep
Brad was stunned when I admitted there wasn’t much of a talent difference between him and one of our college’s Final Boss-caliber classmates, DeMar. I graded both of their assignments and both students reaped of potential. “If I was as talented as that guy, why am I covered in concrete and he’s thriving at that PR agency?”
For the next hour, I explained how DeMar had invested in the behind-the-scenes work: building his portfolio, securing references from industry pros, and learning new skills on his nights and weekends. And that’s why DeMar landed his dream job and you’re still sending out applications. Simply put, DeMar excelled at invisible labor.
What’s invisible labor?1 This concept about unheralded jobs has its roots in the feminist movement studying women’s work of household maintenance and child-rearing. The goal was to account for the massive amounts of chores that drain energy to make life function. There is even a MasterClass on the subject.2 In terms of employment, a few scholars took an interdisciplinary approach (critical sociology and legal studies) to answer fundamental questions about what constitutes as work. Winifred Poster, Marion Crain, and Miriam Cherry conceptualized the concept of invisible labor within paid employment relationships, including internships.
These scholars define invisible labor as activities “workers perform in response to requirements (either implicit or explicit) from employers and that are crucial for workers to generate income, to obtain or retain their jobs, and to further their careers, yet are often overlooked, ignored, and/or devalued by employers, consumers, workers, and ultimately the legal system itself” (p. 6).3 Internships converge at the intersection of work and leisure as students labor to conform to a corporate image.
Erin Hatton found these “types of labour may be implicitly or explicitly required by employers yet, either way, they are invisible because the goal of such labour is to make their products appear natural, rather than manufactured through individual effort.”4 Basically, it’s all the work you do without gaining credit. In the workplace, you’ll be assigned tasks that are part of your job that take a tremendous amount of time and won’t even factor into your annual job performance review. In college, this is like athletes lifting to prepare for a game or your soul-searching studying before an exam.
This is exactly what I wanted to know when I conducted research with interns and recent graduates to learn more about their motivations for participating in internships. What did they hope to gain if they were not earning a paycheck? Unpaid interns were very strategic about opportunities. They took the gig to network and transition into professionals through mentorship and on-site training programs. They earned these opportunities through invisible labor.
Hatton calls it “casual digital labor” that typically involves unpaid online activities that can be performed anywhere (p. 344).5 This uncredited work that reaps future rewards begins with your application process, the time you spent at campus networking events, and conducting informal interviews to create references. While all this invisible labor can secure internships, be careful, good citizen, and don’t fall for the sizzle when you want to eat the steak.
Marion Crain makes the compelling argument that firms substitute brand prestige, industry access, exposure to the field, and networking opportunities in lieu of compensation.6 As one executive said about recruiting for open positions: “When you’re (insert brand name organization here), we don’t have to advertise or compensate. Candidates come to us. And they come in droves.” Tens of thousands of applicants apply for elite internship positions. There are so many applications that organizations need interview sorting software to sift through the slush pile and find top candidates. How do you become a qualified applicant for these positions?
This Mission Is Not Impossible: Securing References
Mark Coté and Jennifer Pybus argued that social networks were the new way youth learn to labor. More importantly, these scholars found the most fundamental task to be successful on your socials was personal brand management.7 Long before YouTube streamers were paying their parent’s bills playing Fortnite, Hearn wrote that self-branding should be understood as labor since individuals produce a public persona with the primary goal of attracting attention to acquire monetary value and cultural status.8 The key takeaways from this research remain the same in today’s digital work: status and bread are the rewards for the work of promoting yourself.
While your parents are still doomscrolling through Facebook and TikTok, you will take advantage of social media sites like LinkedIn to craft an image of your ability that persuades employers of your professional experience, expand your personal networks, and make classmates envious. Vicki Smith notes several activities for you to enhance employability: build human capital (gain skills and industry knowledge), social connections (network to land jobs or learn about opportunities for upward mobility), and seek experience by laboring in unpaid roles, hoping to be hired into paid positions.9 When we read that it is required to gain experience in unpaid roles, we need to secure the perimeter with caution tape. First, a word about promotion.
Like the heavy-handed jungle juice at your university sorority, we need to take sips, not gulps, so we don’t sabotage our night. Same principles apply when it comes to ruthless self-promotion on social media. Save the pics of your cat and meals for your personal accounts. This should be off-limits for professional you. A graphic designer with a minor in business management, Quinn is a cautionary tale of self-promotion.

Quinn Floods Her Network with Information
Quinn worked on newsletters, social media graphics, and contributed to designing motion effect graphics for film productions. While her career was skyrocketing, her problem with self-promotion was sips, not gulps. For every project she completed, Quinn would inundate her social media platforms with samples. And not final proofs. For every single stage of development, Quinn posted content for professional feedback. In reality, Quinn lacked confidence in her craft.
Quinn worked on roughly five projects weekly as a freelance designer, publishing proofs through final draft. She would implement her followers’ suggestions and submit to clients. Think logical, good citizens: How much free labor would you give to Quinn? How much time would you invest in her projects, offering feedback and inspiration, while she collects a paycheck? A few would be considerate with advice, but this isn’t a sustainable career strategy.
Quinn irritated her followers. When she became overwhelmed when the well of community feedback dried up, Quinn asked me why high-profile industry professionals would unsubscribe. I was honest and told her that she had outsourced her creative talents to the social media world. Instead, she should have organized a private group with a few fellow graphic designers to meet weekly on projects and brainstorm creative solutions. Do not follow Quinn’s path. Sips, not gulps, when flooding our social media with promotional samples or accolades.
On your professional accounts, you’ll sprinkle strategic social media posts to give our network a sip of our abilities, so we don’t get them loaded and regret following us. Vicki Smith contends these tasks are a necessary part of their jobs that improved self-esteem for contributing good work and enhanced their personal brand with social media expertise.
I spoke to interns at national media outlets and international public relations agencies. The elite individuals who were once in your position as college students and landed your dream jobs. Would be surprised to learn that by the time these students walked the stage to earn their diploma at commencement, employment was a formality?
These thriving students already had a ridiculously prestigious first job lined up before they returned to their seat at commencement. The following section is based on my in-depth interviews10 to learn how these early career workers conducted invisible labor to land prestigious positions. How they researched internship sites, maintained professional networks, and learned new technical skills and digital software. This is all about your investment in invisible labor tasks that will pay dividends to secure references and validate your skills.

Goal: Industry Insiders Validate Your Communication Skillsets
The Final Boss on the Job Market, Barbara completed five internships and earned her bachelor’s degree in media studies and production. Barbara launched her professional experience track record early by landing her first internship the summer following freshman year with her hometown TV station. During this time, Barbara invested two years of work at the college news station to develop her skills. The Final Boss concluded her internship experiences at a national TV station in Washington, D.C. More importantly, Barbara was among the thriving students who linked prior internship and campus media experience to prepare them to immediately contribute “hands-on” professional work at their prestigious internship sites.
After working for the student newspaper and PR agency, William hoped his internship at a daily local newspaper would lead to meaningful networking opportunities and the validation of his journalism skills: “The bigger the organization, or the more reputable, would show that you can actually step up to the plate and do work for a company and be able to mingle, be able to work with people,” William said. His personal branding strategy was to promote this internship on his social media platforms to land his first paid job.
Early career workers like William and The Final Boss capitalized on prior entry-level internship experience to build a competitive resume that provided access to more prestigious firms and soon had their abilities validated by industry professionals. This is a crafty strategy, good citizens. By adding internships as brands on their resume, it opened more prestigious opportunities. While it helps to earn a recommendation from your coach or campus media supervisor, it means more to have been vetted by unbiased industry professionals. It means you earned credibility that you can produce quality industry standard work.
You earned references at the previous internships who can vouch for your skills, gaining traction on your career path, as industry insiders will begin eyeballing you as an attractive job candidate. Most of you are not ready to compete with the Final Boss Barbara for an open communication position, so your strategy should be slowing down and learning the profession through observation before launching onto the job market.

Hit the Brakes and Shadow Industry Professionals
A former math major, Hanna transitioned to TV and benefited from an opportunity to observe the daily proceedings of a working newsroom. Remember, during your first internships, you want to spend a week or so observing or shadowing professionals. Ask a ton of questions and play detective, Sherlock: Who do they report to? What’s the pipeline for your stories to go to print? How does the producer secure celebrities to join a segment of this sports program? What’s your strategic approach to gain media coverage of this black-tie gala? These relationships blossom at orientation events at your internship site. Some students like Marie and Hanna hit a homer by landing placements at organizations with structured orientation programs. But these orientation events are rare. A helpful hint: your university PR department will not have a formal orientation program with training sessions. You’ll be lucky if the coffee machine still functions.
At the more competitive internship sites, these orientation programs will have a ton of helpful workshops: matching names to job function, learning each person’s roles and responsibilities, and improving your skillsets like writing for diverse audiences. If the company doesn’t have an orientation program, you’ll do the work through observation.
Most thriving students transitioned from shadowing reporters to content production within one week. Again, you are not (hopefully) getting paid to be a wallflower around the office. In an upcoming chapter, I outline how valuable understanding the roles and responsibilities of the industry is so you can make an impact at the work site. This invisible labor of shadowing might not result in portfolio samples; however, it will provide insights on professionalism.

Radio Silence: Scarlett Transitions into a Professional Journalist
Scarlett completed four internships and a fellowship prior to earning a bachelor’s degree in journalism. Self-assessment: Do you have a portfolio that can compete with Scarlett? Scarlett was determined and completed four internships, gaining valuable experience to put herself in position for elite jobs. During orientation for the news department of a national radio station, Scarlett learned about corporate policies concerning discrimination and sexual harassment. It is important to note that interns who do not participate in orientation sessions may not be given a basic understanding of their fundamental rights to a safe work environment. Play it smart, good citizens, and investigate the work site so you are treated with respect and know who to contact if you experience inappropriate behavior.
Even with all her internship experience, Scarlett conducted the invisible labor of shadowing journalists during her first day at that national radio station. She learned from professionals to properly cover a story, and she adjusted to new digital equipment provided by the internship site that was different than what she was taught at her university. Scarlett considered this is a valuable time to ask questions and learn new skills.
As an intern, remember that you are not expected to supersede leadership. You are not expected to replace the talent at the work site. What the organization desires is an extra set of hands and fresh insights. What you will most likely find during your first days at an internship is that you have no clue how to use the technical equipment or software. The conversion from college to professional includes adapting to the available technology at the work site.
Susquehanna University takes pride in having state-of-the-art equipment for our students. Our radio station WQSU-FM is one of the most powerful student-run radio stations in the country, investing nearly $30,000 to obtain the Zetta automation system, which many regional radio stations would dream of having to run its broadcasts. What does your radio station use? NextGen? AudioVault? While this is an excellent question during your internship and job interviews, you will not find out about the equipment available until you arrive at the work site.
Either the computers or software you were trained on during coursework transfers to the new gig or you quickly learn that your university was using archaic equipment and there’s a massive learning gap you need to overcome while on the job. And vice versa: Good technology at college but dinosaur eggs at the internship site. My point being is to be flexible when you arrive as you may need to learn new things. This is a positive as it adds bullets for your resume. You can now claim to have working knowledge in multiple software options.
To overcome this technological obstacle, these individuals demonstrated resilience by conducting invisible labor to learn new technology via watching YouTube tutorials at the worksite, primarily on nights and weekends. Think logically: Would you want your new hire spending work hours learning how to complete assignments? No, the hiring manager would rethink their selection. The organization was under the impression you have talent and they selected you for the position for content production.
You’ll make massive amounts of progress in your skills with every project completed, but don’t be afraid to put in additional work outside office hours to expand your skillsets, so you can earn new opportunities during your internship. This is self-investment. By learning new skills that they didn’t learn in college at the work sites, thriving students were able to complete assignments and build stronger professional portfolios.
Coursework plus internship projects equals marketable commodity. The time you spend learning outside the class or work site is not wasted. If you rest, you rust. Do you really want to remain static and peak at your college education? That’s more pathetic than the high school football star reminiscing during college breaks about beating the hometown rival. While he wants to burn your ear about scoring touchdowns a decade ago, do you really want to bore industry professionals that the last thing you learned was during capstone? The sad reality is I’ve watched people settle after their careers launched and they never graduate to management. For example, I watched this play out professionally during the digital turn with photography.
Our hired gun was rooted in film while his competition was eager to showcase digital files. While he was adamant about the quality of film, digital files resulted in faster turnaround in the emerging social media landscape. Why should our office wait two weeks for prints when I can receive digital files and engage with our audience on social media that afternoon? Our film purist was quickly replaced with a digital savant. Like your old friend talking about high school touchdowns, he refused to advance into the future of this industry. But you are not predestined for a similar career outlook. You will take a strategic approach to your career.

Industry Credentials Trumps Compensation?
If you read internship and job postings, students are required to have practical experience before securing these entry-level positions. What a catch-22. How are you supposed to get experience for employment when you cannot land an entry-level position because it requires professional experience? You will follow in Hanna’s footsteps and pursue internships to satisfy this prerequisite that many employers demand on an applicant’s resume: industry experience, regardless of compensation.
Hanna was a journalism major with a minor in public relations. In addition to building her sizzle reel with the university TV station, she worked part-time jobs during the traditional academic year. She was limited to full-time internships during the summer, completing a sports public relations unpaid internship and another unpaid internship with prominent TV stations. Some of you can relate to Hanna’s story. What did she do to carve her path? Hanna targeted internships to bolster her resume to prepare for the looming job market. Unfortunately, she had to accept all unpaid internships and required her to work part-time jobs to supplement her income.
Hanna walked dogs and served coffee to pay her rent. What she needed out of the internship was portfolio samples. And another important point: Hannah accepted unpaid internships after she earned her bachelor’s degree. The point being it’s never too late to make progress on your dream job. After earning her bachelor’s degree and entering the job market, Hanna sought internships that added value to her resume. In other words, after she graduated and with mounting student loans, Hannah was not a finalist for paid employment. She made time for a critical self-assessment: she needed more industry experience to improve her skills.
Think about this for a moment: this was a student who participated in three consecutive unpaid internships. Scholars would label her an exploited serial intern. Personally, I think Hannah produced professional work and should have earned a wage. But Hannah understood the tradeoff and sacrificed the paycheck to gain experience. There are so many students applying for these elite gigs that the industry isn’t forced to pay you. So be careful and know your value.
You should have a mature conversation with your internship supervisor and stress that you’re prepared to contribute professional-level work in exchange for some compensation. When you produce industry standard content, you should get paid. Regardless, Hanna clearly benefited from her unpaid internships beyond the category of compensation. After she inked those internship name brand on her resume, inserted those highlight clips into her sizzle reel, she soon ditched the coffee shop and became a TV personality on your local news station. In addition to portfolio samples, other thriving students aimed for locking down industry references.

Interning to Secure Professional References
Interviewees valued networking as an internship outcome. Pearl was a communication studies major who worked for the campus TV station, newspaper, and student-run PR agency. She viewed her non-profit internships as an opportunity to network and gain references:
“I definitely think it expanded my networking opportunities, and it gave me so many people that were able to be exposed to the kind of individual I am both professionally and personally,” Pearl said. A major benefit of internships is industry exposure. Not only to learn how the industry operates, but thriving students like Pearl pursued an internship to showcase her talents to her professional network.
After working for the campus TV and radio stations, mass communication major Kathryn was a paid intern who answered phones for the midnight shift at the assignment desk for a TV network. She sorted mail and delivered it to the staff. This experience may be labeled exploitative as Kathryn essentially replaced a former full-time employee. However, this menial administrative task that scholars have cited as an example of exploitative intern labor was an opportunity for Kathryn to network within the organization, which led to a recommendation to secure full-time employment. Reset your mentality so you do not believe you are above any job, such as answering the phones or grabbing the talent some coffee. These menial tasks are a testing ground to gauge whether you are prepared for meaningful work.
Management or your site supervisor wants to see how you respond to the dull assignment. Will you sulk and drain the office’s life force? The staff will pay attention to your demeanor, so do the tedious tasks with vigor. My research points to executives viewing these dull jobs as a gauge of your competency. If you cannot even handle a coffee order for the department, how can your manager possibly give you something important to do? Worse, if you slug through making copies, how can management feel confident to send you off on assignment? If you take the initiative and master the basics, you’ll earn portfolio-worthy work.
Be careful, if the psychos in your office are not willing to feed you any meaningful work, the tasks they committed to by signing your internship contract, QUIT! Being a self-advocate is a major turning point in your career trajectory. If they want someone to stuff envelopes for three months, recommend Brad because you are not gaining anything valuable at that internship. Your goal is to navigate your way onto the Isabelle track to earning employment.
By the end of her junior year, Isabelle completed four internships including three in public affairs positions with government agencies. Not a bad way to cruise into her senior year? A political science major with a minor in professional writing, Isabelle had a resume loaded with professional experience. She did not meekly submit her research proposal from methods class as a writing sample with her job application. When you graduate, you’ll be competing against candidates like Isabelle.
While Isabelle and The Final Boss Barbara are the exceptional candidates, most communication applications are submitted from the Brads. These students wade in the candidate pool, delusionally wondering why they didn’t even receive a first interview. After reading these first few chapters, you can pinpoint why most of your classmates will fail college even if they earned their degree. And the good news is you will be prepared to compete with Isabelle. You are on your way to being a marketable commodity, too. You will have built credibility and a network of contacts. But don’t just network, maintain those relationships.
While she earned the remaining academic credits for her degree, Isabelle would contact her former site supervisors through social media platforms. José is another model example to emulate. José completed multiple internships and had to pass on a job offer due to his undergraduate status. José relied on networking to maintain visibility in the PR and media industries. José completed two video editor internships at regional production houses.
During his final internship, a full-time position at a mid-level network opened, but he was not able to pursue the entry-level editor position because he had to complete the spring semester of his senior year to earn his bachelor’s degree. To bridge the gap from college senior to emerging video editing professional, José maintained connections with former site supervisors and coworkers at both production houses to provide recommendations; he later landed his first professional job at a former internship site.
If you prepare for your career path like José and Isabelle, you may also be in a proverbial “waiting game” to transition to an entry-level position. During this time, you’ll continue to conduct the invisible labor of self-branding to remain professionally visible to former contacts earned at prior internship sites or the people you met through informational interviews. Sips, not gulps, as you will give them a brief update on your progress and specifics about what job you are looking for after you graduate. And here’s the beauty of it: these students highlighted how they had to reject employment offers because of their class standing. This is a truly beautiful achievement of thriving students. They get to tell employers that they can’t work for their organization right now as they still must finish the spring semester of college!

Action Steps
	1.
Create a personal branding strategy: Define your unique skills and your career goals. Develop personal brand with a professional portfolio photo to use consistently across your social media platforms. Craft a one-minute elevator pitch to succinctly communicate your brand. Review all your social media accounts for professionalism.

 

	2.
Attend an on-campus networking event. Prepare before you go. (A) Practice your elevator pitch. (B) Research the key players attending to know their background so you have talking points for when you meet them and discuss their career path. Before you attend, visit your university’s Career Center to do a mock-interview.

 

	3.
Seek out opportunities to shadow professionals in your field. Aim for a couple weeks but compromise if professionals are only available for a day or two. This can provide valuable insights into the “typical” workday. Expand this to multiple organizations and multiple roles and responsibilities. Maybe aim for a week with PR to learn social media campaigns, the next on video production, then shadow a producer for a morning and evening broadcast of your local news. The goal is discovery: Find out what you want to do with your working life. More importantly, this shadowing will tell you what you don’t want to do. Research potential internship sites to ensure they align with your career goals.

 

	4.
Be proactive about learning new technologies and software. Based on your informational interview and your source’s recommendation, use LinkedIn Learning to your advantage. Study the basics through online tutorials. Add those bullets to your resume.

 

	5.
Like our opening chapter on goals and making friends, you should take advantage of your internship and network. Don’t limit yourself to your assigned tasks and department, branch out with the goal of meeting one new person per week at your internship site.

 

	6.
Another key goal: Have the difficult conversation. Review your learning objectives with your internship site supervisor. Is the organization meeting YOUR needs as outlined in that learning contract? If not, agree to the menial tasks, but advocate for more substantial work as an opportunity to prove yourself and gain portfolio samples.
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Abstract
This chapter examines how elite public relations and communication agencies recruit new talent through internship advertisements. It analyzes the skills and qualifications these agencies seek in prospective interns, highlighting the importance of writing, digital media skills, and interpersonal communication abilities. The chapter also explores the potential disconnect between intern expectations and actual experiences, warning students to be wary of exploitative practices disguised as glamorous opportunities in the industry.
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If you were a superhero, what would be your arsenal be to slay some villains? What specials skills would make you a unique superhero? For example, Iron Man has the arc reactor to power his armor, laser beams, missiles, and he rockets through the sky. When I meet with my advisees to discuss their upcoming class schedules, I tell them to think of themselves like Iron Man. Every course you take in college is adding another weapon to your arsenal. Each of these weapons will help distinguish you within the industry. But how do you know what classes you should take besides relying on your advisor and faculty? This chapter will cover the skills required to secure internships at prestigious public relations (PR) and communication agencies.1
When I asked Brad at the bar that fateful day about internship postings, it was as if I were speaking about alien lifeforms. He completed an internship at a local newspaper, but he never examined the fine print that outlined his tasks for the semester. How he would benefit from the experience, including on-site supervision. I told him that our Career Development Office had hundreds of postings seeking communication majors, ranging from entry-level—no application process or specific qualifications—to multiple years of professional experience requirements. He never took the time to learn what career paths were available to him. And he never learned that internships scale on professional spectrum to the most prestigious at media conglomerates, national TV networks and broadcast outlets, nationwide newspapers, and PR agencies.
The most coveted communication agency internships receive tens of thousands of qualified applicants. Communication agency internships accept applications from most communication-related majors, as well as recruit skillset specialists like video editors, data scientists, and graphic designers. I’ll walk you through agency internship postings to understand available roles and what your responsibilities will be at the work site. These postings are a quick self-assessment moment of your qualifications to learn if you are an ideal candidate. I’ll cover the key required skills and note some red flags in these internship advertisements that communicate their expectations and the value of the experience to prospective workers.
Recruitment postings are the vague outline for your future internship contract. An agreement between the student and organization, outlining learning outcomes to improve your abilities within a professional context. Simply, these agencies write a “want-ad” because they need students to handle specific gigs. Could you cut video? Are you organized with your files stuffed neatly into folders for a speedy workflow or do your college assignment drafts look like they were blood splattered across your Desktop? Are you able to work on multiple assignments and hit tight deadlines? In college your professors gave you assignments with weekly deadlines, but sometimes your organization will face a crisis with content due immediately.
At elite agencies, you might have a social media graphic due to your supervisor by lunch, a news release due by dinner, and a pair of unexpected daily tasks for clients. And you’ll chip away at one major research project during the three to six months span of your internship that will test a variety of your skills and concludes with a presentation to senior leadership. If you crush that research project, then you may be considered for a full-time job offer.
Let me make one thing crystal clear: if you land one of these agency gigs, your prospects on the job market skyrocket like Iron Man. It means you’ve been industry vetted and completed challenging work. That’s why most of these positions are offered to post-grads. Can you find time during the semester to contribute full-time, 40 hours of work, at the host site? Luckily, the industry is changing. A lot of these agencies are shifting to hybrid work models where you’ll only be required to be at the work site a couple days per week. But why do you want to apply for these coveted positions? Do you think it’s a spicy fun opportunity to mingle with celebrities on the red carpet of a luxurious gala? Then you need to investigate their internship postings.
Beyond Media Representations of Work: The Daily Grind
Why did you pick PR as a major? Did sports media sound glamourous? Were you seduced into the profession by media portrayals of the communication industry as fun? If so, here’s a reality check: successful PR campaigns are a tremendous amount of invisible labor behind-the-scenes to orchestrate the showcase events.
Don’t get me wrong. I loved the 14 years I worked in PR. It was fun working on new assignments each day, including interviewing millionaires and publicizing exclusive events for high-profile donors. Those glamorous days were the seductive exceptions. As the assistant director of PR, I was mostly in the office crafting news releases and pitching stories. After designing our internal newsletter, I would craft messages for various social media platforms or review hours of interview footage to edit two-minute videos. While the tasks changed daily, make no mistake, I was a full-time office worker with a few privileged hours for events.
When I interned with the local minor-league hockey team, it was an awesome experience interviewing first-round draft picks. It was fun assisting with the on-ice events between periods. And the energy of the locker room after a big W was contagious. These were the glamorous exceptions of communication work. It wasn’t very sexy to slog through writing game previews and stat sheets for the team’s various publications. Again, most of the week highlight assignments were spent sitting behind a computer, not at the stadium. Yet, when you think about any creative work, the communication industries are often portrayed as fun, glamorous,2 and an opportunity for laborers to “do what they love.”3
But these stories tend to overlook the majority of college students’ experiences in PR, communication, and media industries. In this chapter, I examine internship postings at leading PR and communication agencies to shed light on current internship opportunities. My goal is to highlight this relationship to empower young workers so you can position yourself for opportunities that enhance your employment prospects in a competitive digital environment.

Professional Tinder: Terms and Conditions
The interesting part of studying recruitment postings was to understand the terms of the relationship between an individual and organization. This allows me to advise my students to help them understand the skills required for these positions, explaining the governance structures embedded within these ads so they’ll know if they will be mentored or neglected. The key is identifying the ways these agencies recruit talent.
Previous scholarship suggests some organizations assign interns creative assignments, offer mentorship, and include formal agreements for full-time employment upon successful internship completion.4 I will provide evidence in this chapter that supports these claims as industry-leading communication and PR firms highlight professional skill development through internship programs that, if selected, young workers are mentored by award-winning professionals, provided networking opportunities with senior executives, and hired into entry-level positions. However, my research findings also highlight how other global PR agencies and marketing firms frame experiences as “unique opportunities” to gain exposure to a diverse roster of global brands, but limit interns to administrative work. Emerging media workers may have “blind spots” in terms of their roles and responsibilities. Do you want to be completing “bitch work” for zero pay at a prestigious agency?

Menial Administrative Tasks
Bitch work is not my term for this type of labor. Michelle Rodino-Colocino and Stephanie Berberick coined this helpful phrase when they conducted focus groups with former PR interns and identified the mundane tasks or “bitch work” performed by student laborers, such as filing paperwork or answering phone calls.5 And make no mistake, even the elite industries will actively recruit tremendous candidates to simply answer phones and file paperwork. The perk for completing basic tasks is that you will get paid a few bucks and you can milk the brand on your resume: I interned at an elite agency.
The problem is you’ll eventually need to discuss your assignments at this internship site during future job interviews. The hiring manager will beam when they see the elite organization on your resume and ask, “Tell me everything about working for this agency.” How will you respond? Let me tell you something, prospective employer, nobody can transfer a phone call to an executive like me. Do you think all that mail sorted itself and magically drifted into the right mailboxes? Heavens no, I smoked those bitch tasks. My point is to be careful here. While you may be seduced by the opportunity, the reality of your role could lead to disappointment.
My goal is to help you highlight some of those red flags before you arrive at the internship site. You are among the college students who are encouraged to establish themselves as an indispensable brand to combat the risks of unemployment in a competitive marketplace.6 And after reading this book, thriving students will become marketable commodities. But you, dear college students, are among a vulnerable population of precarious workers who apply for glamorous positions but may be unaware of your professional roles and responsibilities during competitive agency internships.

Self-Assessment Time: Are You Tracking as a Technician or Future Manager?
Let’s open with an aerial view of the industry and ask some specific questions: What are the hard and soft skills required of students for entry-level jobs? How do organizations define the roles and responsibilities of prospective interns? On the opposite end, how do agencies solicit intern labor? My research suggests PR and communication agencies recruit labor on two professional tracks: technicians and industry exposure for future account managers.
Future technicians are recruited by agencies through work-as-fun mantras to join creative cultures. These types of positions highlight networking and professional development workshops. Think specialized skills like crafting releases, media pitches, and cutting video. These candidates are required to be ambitious, personable, self-starters who can work on multiple projects on tight deadlines. In the next chapter, I’ll address future managers. These individuals excel in research and media monitoring skills. More importantly, I argue media literacy is one of the required skills for management track candidates. These future leaders are storytellers with their eager finger on the pulse of the industry. Future managers have an insatiable appetite to consume and evaluate news coverage. One of their Iron Man soft skills is critical thinking as they can identify strategic opportunities for the agency or clients within a changing media landscape.
Self-assessment time: Do you want to focus on producing content or would you rather oversee strategic plans to reach target audiences? Let’s examine the working conditions for both tracks, as well as investigate the fine print that conceals forms of exploitation that, when highlighted, can help you and your fellow interns navigate postings to pursue more ideal internship experiences. So, what skills do you need? What classes should you consider taking to become a marketable commodity? Let’s take a deep dive into the key industry skills that employers looking for in ideal candidates.

Industry Skills You Need to Succeed
You can learn a ton from previous internship scholarship. Don’t worry, I suffered reading through thousands of pages of scholarship to give you the Cliff Notes. To secure entry-level positions, emerging PR practitioners were expected to have good writing, networking, and visual communication skills, as well as experiential learning experience.7 Every research article and industry trade article I’ve ever read on the PR and communication industries has one consistent thread: Writing is the number one skill to succeed in any communication profession.
Do you want to be a sports anchor? This isn’t The Tonight Show where you have a writing staff crafting your jokes. Sports anchors must write their own material. This applies to all communication fields. You seduce journalists into covering events for your slick sports apparel company through a well-written pitch. You work with advertising reps to create a slogan that nails the brand of latest health drink. Video editors are storytellers, typically producing the first cut of any TV show or film before the director and producers refine it.
Danny Paskin surveyed PR professionals for their perceptions of critical skills expected of graduating students. He argues prospective professionals were required to have good writing, strategic communication, and the ability to implement new technical skills for PR purposes, such as social media savviness and working knowledge of the Adobe Creative Suite.8 Dustin Supa contends PR and advertising graduates need to develop writing skills and gain experiential learning experience, either through on-site training or internships.9
Through an analysis of PRSA job listings, Giselle Auger and Moonhee Cho found entry-level positions required visual communication skills like graphic design, while more advanced positions required research, interpersonal communication, ethics and law, and crisis management experience. In addition, the most frequently sought skills for both entry-level and advanced PR positions were writing, verbal communication, PR strategy and planning, new/social media, and media relations.10 In other words, entry-level technicians should consider graphic design and writing intensive courses while managerial-track professionals may emphasize research methods and crisis communication.
This is helpful advice when it comes time to select your electives. This supports my Iron Man analogy that every class you take should become a new weapon in your career arsenal. Did you add crisis communication, research methods, and data analysis to your arsenal? The benefit of a liberal arts education like Susquehanna University is that you can take photography classes, dive into analytics, and learn graphic design as electives to complement your communications degree and still graduate within four years. The industry has every-changing demands, but social media and the ability to cut video will be key for future technicians.
Damion Waymer and colleagues studied the impact of PRSSA, mentors, and classroom demographic composition on PR majors’ professional development and current careers. During interviews with predominantly underrepresented racial and ethnic young professionals, the researchers claim students benefited from writing intensive courses and experiential learning courses where students worked on campaigns with actual clients.11 Experiential learning is a synonym for internships. Decades of research support writing courses as critical to industry success. In addition, your ability to manage people (interpersonal communication skills) will impact if you remain a technician or advance in the field to management.

Stringers and Sports: Being Paid to Develop Your Writing Skills
With all the different tracks and course offerings, some students may not take all the writing intensive courses offered at their university. Brad-like students will flat out dodge writing intensive classes. The harsh reality is that if you are avoiding any class that will improve your weaknesses then you are killing your chances on the future job market.
One writing class will improve your writing competence. But this isn’t a semester-long solution as writing is a life skill. What you write in college will embarrass you as you careen through your career path. How can you develop your writing skills? Simply, read the course listings for journalism and creative writing courses offered each semester. I tell my advisees that they should minimally take at least the intro and feature writing journalism classes. Be a voracious reader of trade publications and some leisurely fiction. More importantly, find opportunities to be paid to write like becoming a stringer for your local newspaper.12
Being a stringer was one of my all-time favorite jobs. In the early 2000s, I was a freelance writer who was paid to cover high school football for the local newspaper for $30 per story. Depending on the publication, today’s market rate is about $50 per story and another $50 bonus for taking photos. Maybe the editor will pay you a few more peanuts to craft some real-time social media posts, as well. But forget the paycheck, being a stringer was fun!
As a stringer, you are not a full-time reporter in the sports section. You are paid to fill a gap in coverage. Simply, there are not enough full-time writers to cover every game in your local community. So, I was among the correspondents who would be sent out to cover high school football games. This was excellent experience tracking stats, fighting through the crowd after the game to secure interviews from key players and coaches, and writing a story on deadline.
What an adrenaline rush. The referees’ whistles blow to end the game at 10 p.m. Reporters raid the field to secure crucial interviews with coaches and players to complete the story. Thirty-minute race through traffic from the sticks to the office. Pressure mounting to finish your story and hit the midnight deadline for print. There was no time for professionals to have writer’s block. You must produce content on schedule.
Being paid to cover high school football games was an opportunity to develop my writing skills. It gave me a chance to write leads, learning to weave a narrative that seduced audiences to finish the game recap. I worked with excellent editors who gave me tips to improve my writing. I don’t remember where I spent those stringer paychecks, but I have some of the clippings of my stories hanging in my office as a daily reminder of how I’ve grown as a writer.13
These clippings were strategically used to create more industry opportunities. I submitted them along with other writing samples and my resume to secure future employment. Newspaper articles with your byline are obviously much better portfolio samples than your research ethics paper. Clips are a symbol of professionalism. You have been vetted by professionals and the quality of your writing meets industry standards. Seek writing experience in college and after you graduate. You’ll have a bundle of clips you can slam on a hiring manager’s desk.

Strategic Coursework to Meet Industry Expectations
To explore the education and career requirements of graduates within the PR industry, Shana Megnack and colleagues examined 1000 job postings and found employers expected students to excel in written communication with advanced skills in graphic design and social media. In addition, undergraduates should promote soft skills, including interpersonal communication, organizational and leadership abilities when applying for entry-level positions.14 However, scholars found your undergraduate PR curriculum lacked technical skills in social media planning and analytics, graphic design, and video editing, which respondents perceived as necessary to aid the transition from college to the workplace.15
This is where you can bridge this gap between coursework and industry expectations. Analytics is a known deficiency of budding communication professionals. But stats will help you explain the why of the Snap message. When you dig under the hood beyond vanity metrics of “Likes” and “Shares,” your goal is to present executives with evidence of why that story was selected for this specific audience. Did it lead to increased sales? New clients? Were you able to recruit brand ambassadors or drive traffic to your organization’s website? Are you really going to attend a meeting and blabber to management how your post earned 100 likes? This is the professional equivalent of submitting a college essay as a work sample for job applications. I encourage thriving students to seek out analytics or quantitative methods courses, regardless of the reality that most communication majors hate math. This is the secret sauce, folks, so that you will separate yourself from your classmates and compete for jobs with the Final Boss Barbara.
Self-assessment time: have you taken analytics, photography, graphic design, and video editing classes? Technicians are required to expand their electives with journalism classes to improve their storytelling. Have you enrolled in more writing classes? In sum, technicians need to improve writing, research methods, social media, and graphic design skills, as well as participate in internships to bolster their transition into entry-level positions. Otherwise, what you (could have) learned in college may fail to meet industry expectations.

Key Qualifications for Future Technicians
In terms of crafting PR and communication technicians, internship postings were aimed for students who hoped to develop industry skills and work on actual client cases. With these types of gigs, you should have prior experience to produce industry standard work so you are ready to contribute from Day #1. We can learn a lot from the specific language used in these internship postings. For example, a Detroit-hosted PR and marketing agency intern will gain “the tools to awesome work and build a solid portfolio” supporting client accounts through writing, social media, and media relations. A summer technology and corporate communications fellowship in San Francisco noted: “Our ideal candidate is a skillful writer who is highly motivated and able to manage deadlines for multiple clients – while still creating quality work.”
You’ll typically find a technician specialty in the headline for portfolio-intensive work, including gaming, marketing, graphic designer, or video production intern. And we all understand that the word “work” is not sexy. Perhaps not surprisingly, several of these positions were also framed in terms of sociality and “work-as-fun” mantras. Even elite communication agencies understand selling labor-intensive internships needs a little sizzle to the streak. An Austin-based PR internship referenced a “dynamic environment that complements our city’s laid-back style” within blocks from shopping and nightlife. Another mid-size agency seeking PR interns in New York City noted: “We provide a fun, fast paced environment where there is opportunity to learn more about our industry, and the career paths available at (agency).”
A spring position headquartered at an agency in Oregon described its corporate culture as “a fun workplace full of creative, skilled, curious and enthusiastic people.” Think of these internship posting details as the company’s sales pitch. Yes, you’ll be expected to contribute content as a paid employee. These types of positions will consume 40 hours of your life per week as you gain significant experience on client accounts and learn how to be a successful professional. After completion, you’ll have a massive portfolio of unrivaled portfolio samples. In simple terms, you will have much more credible industry work than Brad’s feeble essay on spiral of silence theory and his favorite video game streamer. A benefit of these agencies is location. In the ads, these organizations will rave that one of the perks of interning here is the opportunity to attend social events within their cool city.. This is a subtle insight on work-life balance as they offer some highlights to spend your paycheck and relieve stress. Within these fast-paced environments, though, future technicians are expected to manage their emotions.
In terms of emotional labor that you’ll invest at the work site, ideal portfolio-building candidates must demonstrate an enthusiastic or passionate approach to their workload, a commitment to the PR industry, all while maintaining a flexible, positive, “can-do” attitude. These technician postings highlighted internships as opportunities for passionate, eager to learn individuals to apply their academic studies and develop their industry skills.
These positions included language that emphasized a positive demeanor or a personable attitude, energetic self-starters with proactive work ethics, committed to continual education, and flexible to adapt to new conditions. The industry is competitive, and careers are on the line as various global agencies compete for multi-millionaire dollar client accounts. Agencies expect you to maintain your composure while completing multiple assignments. Within these positions, candidates typically gained industry skills, particularly writing media materials, managing and producing social media content, and event planning. Do you have the foundational skills in your communication area of study? Are you are a one-trick pony? If your calling card is that you are a writer and you hope someone else can handle the graphic design, social media posts, video demos, and photography, these elite positions are not for you. In the world of communication agencies, you will be required to multitask with various technologies on multiple platforms.

Bread and Butter: Social Media Savvy and Event Planning
Among the prominent requirements of PR technicians were candidates who are energetic self-starters, able to navigate fast-paced environments, and possess time management or the ability to prioritize multiple projects under tight deadlines. Let’s break down these requirements: energetic self-starters are individuals who don’t need a cattle prod to move along to the next project. Or, in other words, they are not the lost puppies roaming the office. They generate timely work because you don’t have a semester to draft one news release. After you submit the news release at noon, you update your social media calendar posts and prepare for the next day.
Your original game plan for the day was detonated during your commute. You stroll into the office and projects with urgent deadlines inundate your inbox. This is the complete opposite of college when you had two weeks to submit an assignment. You now have six assignments due before dinner. You now have one hour to send the junior executive a draft of the news release, research a potential client, and debrief your supervisor for the looming lunch-time sales pitch that was originally scheduled for next week. At elite PR and communication agencies, you can bank on intensity or, as the postings label them, fast-paced environments.
Also noteworthy among these recruitment postings were statements that these internship or fellowship positions could lead to future rewards. If you do your job well, you are still NOT guaranteed employment. But this position may lead to a job offer. It may lead to a valuable recommendation. It may also lead to radio silence if you haunt the office with complaints, such as you don’t know how to do an assignment. At this elite level, you are expected to quickly learn new skills, ask questions for clarity, and produce industry standard work. Coworkers will notice your demeanor and productivity level, which can lead to industry success.
Most technician postings made an explicit reference to writing for the media, including news releases, crafting pitches for the media and digital influencers, internal communication, and developing fact sheets and backgrounders for press kits. A Michigan-based PR and social media internship, for instance, was seeking potential employees to have “specialized writing skills such as news releases, media advisories, pitch letters, other media materials.” While 80 percent of postings required research, technician interns were primarily responsible for performing data-driven analysis through a variety of research methods as part of client campaigns.
In terms of technical skills, the majority of technician internships required interns to be proficient in the Microsoft Office Suite, social media monitoring tools (i.e., Cision, Sprinklr), Adobe Creative Suite (Photoshop, Premiere Pro), as well as print production, video editing, and HTML, CSS, or Python or Javascript to design websites. Another prevalent role was crafting messages for target audiences on digital platforms.
Firms required professional proficiency, social media savviness, and extensive experience across multiple social media platforms with the ability to learn the nuances of emerging digital communities. What does it mean to be social media savvy? Basically, you will manage client’s online reputations. This can include conducting social media audits or “listening” to current online conversations about the organizations and clients, write blog posts, and create social media content on several mainstream platforms, such as Instagram, Snapchat, and X.
As one gaming internship in New York City noted, interns “may be asked to dig deep into what people are saying online, use data to quantify and project a trend.” In addition, agency positions required ideal technician candidates to assist with the execution of event planning. Self-assessment time, good citizens. Are you ready for elite positions? Would you be a candidate for these positions? While you should strive to hit all these qualifications, you can also highlight the ability to learn for any missing ingredients. If you do not have a professional profile of this caliber, yet, you still have time to be strategic with your classes for the upcoming semester.
In the next chapter, I’ll discuss creative autonomy or knowing what you are supposed to do without nagging your boss for assignments. When you read these internship postings, the phrase “flexible work” can be a red flag. This could mean dedicating your nights and weekends to the internship site. Think logically, good citizens: It’s not very glamorous to have a black-tie event on a Tuesday. Another thing to consider before applying is your willingness to complete administrative tasks: answer phones, gather lunch orders, and campout at the copy machine. And these elite positions expect professionalism. In other words, you won’t mope because every assignment isn’t working on a luxury brand’s Insta.
A solution is to tweak your mentality. You’ll be fed your share of the proverbial “bitch work” and gather the lunch order for the meeting. But put your energy and focus into the meeting. If you attend these meetings, you’ll gain insider information about how industry leaders attack accounts, craft messages, and outline communication campaigns. All this knowledge will be freely given to you in exchange for picking up lunch. Don’t be above the menial tasks.
As I mentioned in previous chapters, if the internship is only mundane tasks, have some self-respect and bail on your lunch break. Your second priority is to warn your classmates, so they don’t drink the poison and fall victim to this seductive brand. Lastly, report exploitative internship sites to your university’s Career Planning Office so they can remove the organization from the list of available experiential opportunities. Our goal is to creative positive change. Future students should not be subjected to the same lame experience.

Action Steps
	1.
Be flexible. Do not limit yourself to one skill like writing. You don’t have to be an expert in graphic design or video editing, but you should complement your writing skills in other digital media abilities. Find courses that will expand your creative abilities.

 

	2.
Review Chap. 2. Follow Lily’s game plan for writing.

 

	3.
Research Meltwater, Cision, HootSuite. These social media management platforms are worth investing your time to complete the tutorials. Working knowledge of these platforms are excellent bullets for your resume. Research your dream jobs and ask the staff what software they use during your informational interviews.

 

	4.
Take a data analysis class at your college. You don’t have to love math, but you should understand the basics of breaking down massive amounts of data. More importantly, learn how to process this information for supervisors, so you can translate numerical information into an argument to launch a communication campaign.

 

	5.
Gain experience on campus and with entry-level internships to build work samples in a variety of fields. Your goal should be to add two bullet points to your resume each semester that diversify your skillset. Plant the seeds today to reap the rewards tomorrow.

 

	6.
Take a class in your future sector. Do you want to work in healthcare, finance, politics, nonprofits, or sports? You should take the introductory class to learn the industry-specific jargon of these sectors. It will make you a better communication professional.
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Abstract
This chapter provides a comprehensive guide for aspiring PR professionals transitioning from academia to the industry, focusing on the journey from internships to management roles. It offers insights into agency recruitment practices, essential skills for future managers, and the importance of industry exposure, while emphasizing the value of media literacy, teamwork, and strategic thinking. The chapter also addresses the realities of internship experiences, the benefits of mentorship, and provides actionable steps for students to enhance their marketability in the competitive PR landscape.
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Brad slumped in the chair next to me. “I thought by now I’d be working within the industry,” he said. “It’s probably my fault that I didn’t make the most of my internship.” While we were at the bar, Brad and I reflected on his time at the local newspaper. I remember speaking with his site supervisor about professionalism; Brad was late to the office for the first few weeks. If he was punctual, he would have been sent out on assignment with a reporter. Instead, he was stuck editing obituaries and op-eds. During our check-in meetings, he would vent about the mundane tasks. Brad argued he should have been like his classmate at a PR agency who was already contributing to brainstorm sessions and creating content for client accounts.
I told Brad there’s a reason some interns get fast-tracked while others like him get stuck in support roles. While the management path isn’t a straight line, his classmate did two things that Brad neglected that trapped himself in an endless cycle of entry-level tasks: (1) develop  media literacy and critical thinking skills beyond just technical abilities like social media content creation, and (2) understand how to position yourself within an agency culture
The difference between Brad and his classmate was understanding the unwritten rules about professional development. She sought mentors at the internship site while Brad was eager to return to his dorm. His classmate did not avoid the group project; she used it as an opportunity to develop her interpersonal communication and conflict resolution skills.
These are the implicit goals of some of your assignments, Brad. These soft skills separate leaders from technicians. And all those industry trades I kept telling Brad and his classmates to read are the window into understanding how the profession really works.
When you enter the industry, reading the trades will provide context of where your agency stands at the current historical moment. Did they just lose a massive client, which will surely result in layoffs? Did they land that fat new account promoting a healthy burrito? Do some research before entering this insane asylum to gain an understanding of current trends of the industry as a whole, and especially about your company. In other words, during all this madness, they want a recruit who gives a damn about the industry. They hire people who invest in knowing who won the battles for clients or earned an award for a ground-breaking campaign.
You should be able to talk intelligently during job interviews about their client campaigns. While you can gush over what found smart about the launch, you should not offer advice of what they could have done differently. You may be confident, but this is insulting to the professionals who contributed to tangible content, not your hypothetical solution.
In the internship posting, the term flexible means don’t be married to your skillset. Yes, you may have been hired to manage social media accounts. They may have originally planned for you to fill this position, but client demands may have changed while you were finishing the semester. Be flexible and read the industry trades.
If the position was originally data analysis for social media and turns into crafting graphics, you have two options. If you are not willing to develop new skills, it’s okay to withdraw from consideration if this new opportunity does not match your learning objectives. My advice is to leverage the agency brand on your resume and adapt to the new requirements. This will only make you more marketable for future job openings. You don’t have to be an expert in graphics. But if you are passionate to learn, dedicating some invisible labor hours outside of the work site, coachable by internal mentors, you will benefit from exposure to new practice areas.
Being flexible also means being willing to take a new approach to complete projects. You are being trained by elite professionals with current skillsets, which may be different than how your professor showed you in class two years ago. Your positive mentality about adapting to change will be noticed by the staff. Plus, nobody wants a miserable intern with zero professional experience creating a toxic work culture. You are easily replaceable at this point in your career. There is that stack of qualified candidates you recently slaughtered to earn this slot in a competitive marketplace. Don’t blow a career-changing experience by being rigid.
Student Perspective of Beneficial Internships
Interns seek professional experience to learn new skills, gain clarity of organizational roles and responsibilities, and establish networks of potential mentors.1 This makes sense as you want your industry experience to build on basic coursework. You’ll gain an insider perspective to learn the role beyond the job title. Plus, you meet mentors who will continue to train you to improve your skills and succeed in the profession. Communication students also ranked learning skills, mutually beneficial relationships with site supervisors, and opportunities for advancement as essential components of satisfying internship experiences.2
Would it be nice to get a full-time job offer after you completed four months of labor at the internship site? Would you be surprised if I argued this question needs to be reframed? From my perspective, the question should not be if you should accept the job offer, but rather are you willing to work there? You are not obligated to accept employment offers. Some career coaches may even recommend that you apply to various job openings and weigh the offers that best fit your ideal role and future salary demands. But my point is that this question should emphasize that you do have a choice whether you stay at an organization or seek employment elsewhere.
Simply, you may not want to work there! You might pass on the offer because it’s a toxic work environment. Maybe you could not stomach another agonizing moment working with that obnoxious site supervisor. The fact is there are a myriad of reasons to pass. So, any scholarship on internships transitioning to employment should be taken with a grain of salt. As you will read in this book, most Final Boss Barbara-like candidates pass on job offers because they still have classes to take senior year. The key is the socialization process of entering into a professional setting to learn about work roles, responsibilities, professionalization, and organizational functions.3 When the stars align with a great corporate culture and challenging assignments, future to grow into leadership positions, then accept the chance to become a full-time employee.
Those interns who did transition into full-time employees benefited from having an established network to address work-related issues, advanced organizational knowledge, and a nearly instant bond with firms.4 In other words, prior internship experience with an organization provided role clarity and professional competence. You learned about the organizational culture, and you could visualize your professional growth at this work site. In terms of the organization, supervisors hired interns who brought energy and fresh perspectives to the workplace, provided current technological skills, and aligned to corporate priorities of social responsibility.5
In sum, internships help you learn the names of coworkers to ask questions on assignments. You’ll also know which doors to avoid so you are not subjected to toxic personalities. After your internship, it’s a smooth transition because you are familiar with the level of professional dress to blend into the corporate culture. If you added value to the work site, served as a proud representative of this firm, most companies would be thrilled to hire you after the internship trial period is completed. Furthermore, these elite agency internships offer experiences to help you transition from technicians to future account managers.6

The Corporate Ladder: Graduating from Technicians
Intern supervisors should view you as a budding professional, not a polished product. You are overdue to make a mistake on an assignment. That’s okay. Your supervisor should help you in the privacy of the office to revise the content, or the archaic way you were taught in school, before your story hits the public. Supervisors want to give you digital projects.
While this is ideal for some students, a silent majority of communication majors are more clueless about technology than the blue-haired boss at your local nonprofit. Digital media skills are a stigma of the recent graduate. A stereotype of your generation. You should be blunt during internship and job interviews about your technical prowess, or your supervisor will assume you can make an Avenger’s movie on your cell phone. This is an obstacle that could be avoided through clear communication about your abilities.
Industry perceptions of skills and competence differ between management and new workers as the Commission on Public Relations Education report noted: “There are gaps, often significant, between what employers want, what they think new hires have – and educators often tend to rate students higher than do practitioners.”7 This means my fellow faculty think you are more prepared than the industry’s perception of your ability. Faculty-bias is legit.
Your faculty are doing their best to give you a fighting chance at your career. But we cannot prepare you for all work sites. It’s impossible. Budgets vary across industries. An elite conglomerate will have state-of-the-art equipment but not your local nonprofit. Companies might value different skills than your coursework. But this isn’t a lopsided ship. Some industry insiders are delusional, treating you like a prodigy instead of a typical college student who needs more seasoning. Worse, some industry curmudgeons will fail at supervising you.
You are not expected to be the savior. You will work up the rungs to join the junior agents who are tired of crafting content as technicians and desire management experience. They’ll earn that leadership experience by supervising you. As you advance in your career, you’ll start being invited to meetings with what the PR industry calls the dominant coalition.8
The dominant coalition simply means the brass or executives. Basically, you don’t want to feel like there’s no room for advancement at this organization. Your professional goal is to seek new tasks with increased responsibility. Did you really sign up to be a PR or communication major to do the same basic stories that recent graduates can tackle? If you rest, you rust. While your salary balloons, think logically: You won’t be doing the same assignments. Otherwise, you will be easily replaced with cheaper labor to do those projects.

We Want You… To Work For Free! How Agencies Solicit Talent
How do people get lured into these professions? As you advance your critical thinking skills, you’ll realize how dubious some companies are when recruiting new talent. Thomas Discenna analyzed internship postings targeting communication and journalism majors that attract employees seeking creative identities: work is sold as a creative space to learn skills, make industry contacts, and, of course, to have fun.9 This is a sexy way to pitch opportunities to be creative and showcase your artistic identity with like-minded colleagues. Who wouldn’t want to play ping-pong and shoot pool on your breaks? And it may just be too good to be true that the first happy hour martini is on the company.
Thomas Discenna contends internships are essentially “want ads” to promote the ideal worker as an unpaid employee, failing to clearly define skills learned through the experiential learning opportunity. Essentially, Discenna argues that companies use the latest and greatest buzz words to catch your attention, hyping a creative skillset. We’ll feed you college credits to answer phones instead of paying the minimum wage.
Any emerging PR or communication-related professional should subscribe to the Public Relations Society of America’s Job Center.10 You’ll find a massive list of open jobs and internships. Here are some of the job titles in the most recent e-mail blast for open positions on PRSA’s Job Center: Director of Public Affairs, Broadcast Media Publicist, PR Account Executive (Lifestyle), Director of Strategic Communications, Marketing & Communications Coordinator. But what in the world do these titles mean?
When you click on the link to apply for these gigs, you get some charming storytelling. Almost as appealing as a Tinder profile. On the PRSA Job Center, you’ll read pitches to work with the “most extensive urban revitalization initiative in the U.S.” An opportunity to “protect the land that sustains us all.” Most include some dribble about how they are an award-winning, named best-places-to-work firm. More importantly, these companies seek talent with direct appeals: if you are an “enthusiastic, creative, marketing-minded and have an eye for detail, we would love to hear from you!” Who wouldn’t want to apply to that agency?
But what do these seductive “want-ads” mean? Critical digital scholars Brooke Duffy and Becca Schwartz’s analysis of social media work and internships highlighted how these positions feature long hours, precarious working conditions, and structural hierarchies that marginalized women’s status within the technology sector. Precarious work means temporary. Essentially, you move gig-to-gig like an Uber Eats delivery driver.
The job and internship ads focused on the pleasurable nature of the workplace, such as fun tasks with lack of financial compensation, opportunities to socialize and network at events, and access to celebrities.11 Who wouldn’t want a job where you meet celebrities? Maybe a little bread to cover your travel expenses. Even a chance to socialize and develop a professional network over mojitos? I have a job, but I’d still interview for that position! You had me at mojito.
Duffy and Schwartz concluded that contemporary employers within the media and cultural sectors strive for a prospective employee who is sociable, self-directed, and flexible to ever-changing work schedules. This type of work calls for intern to be excited to complete administrative tasks, while being expected to work with urgency, regardless if content production spills into your personal lives.

Authentic Experiences: The Fine Print of Management Postings
How do PR and communication agencies solicit future managers? These positions featured slogans hinting at growing professionally through authentic experience in an agency setting. Nice touch: here’s your chance to transition from student to creative worker. A consumer branding position noted how “interns have the opportunity to gain exposure to a range of public relations skills.” Another agency’s spring internship program was pitched as “an authentic experience working in an agency setting” with exposure to a variety of practice areas. Practice areas are the industries that I wrote about earlier, including healthcare, video games, luxury brands, lifestyle and healthy options, sports, travel, and finance. It also could be communication specialties like employee or internal communication, community engagement, investor relations, or crisis communication. You get the idea. Instead of employers hyping general terms like communication or public relations, the postings focus on specific audiences or industries.
In other words, think of this like a journalist. What beat do you cover? Are you writing stories about local politics? Sports? Education? Crime? Your practice area and specialty are excellent talking points during interviews. This establishes your brand as a marketable commodity within the industry. This is all about framing your skillset. For example, you are not a social media influencer. You are social media influencer focusing on celebrity culture. You should hammer out your practice area like a screenwriter selecting the genre for their next film. As for these recruitment ads, these are the lead pitch graphs to lure you into the opportunity.
Other firms were more casual about industry exposure-type internships, including an Austin-based PR internship seeking candidates who wanted to “find out what it feels like to be a bright, shining star.” A spring NYC-based luxury internship recruited “PR rock stars” with a passion for travel and hospitality. This could be a spiked drink. These appeals to seduce future managers may boost your ego: Damn right I’m a rock star and I’ll slay this internship! If you don’t investigate the fine print, you’ll be singing melancholy ballads about administrative tasks.
Here are a few more examples to know if you are on the management track: A summer strategic communication position in New York City featured a program that “heavily emphasizes professional development through workshops aimed at developing and sharpening real-world skills and providing a comprehensive overview of the [agency] and the work we do.” A graduate gaming agency internship offered “lunch-and-learns, training, and projects to help you turn day-to-day professional development into a career launch pad.” Lastly, management positions fostered creative cultures rooted in networking events, access to the dominant coalition, and development workshops to continue to improve professional skillsets.
Agency internships designed for future managers will help you improve your skills through internal training to learn more about your role and how you’ll be supervised at the internship site. Wait, more coursework?! Yes, you’ll be a life-long learner. But they typically welcome industry experts to talk about ground-breaking areas. In other words, you won’t be subjected to how your snoozefest professor once launched a campaign for blueberry pies.

Future Manager Matchmaking: Meet Your Mentors
Mentors will vary in terms of attention. Some may act like your advisor and be available as needed. Others will be more like your favorite professor who reads multiple drafts of your work and supplies an abundance of healthy tips to improve. These future account manager ads partnered interns with award-winning industry professionals or unique opportunities to work with industry experts. During this mentorship arrangement, you’ll typically be paired up with a junior executive with less than five years of professional experience. Junior execs tend to have minimal management or supervising experience. That’s how they benefit from this internship relationship; they grow into leadership opportunities by training you for industry success.
How will you know if you will be mentored at the internship site? One summer strategic communication internship at a consulting agency emphasized that new workers “will have your own mentor or performance manager to help you identify your goals, develop a plan to achieve them and monitor your success.” Do you want an overview of the profession? If you want to learn strategic planning, submit your application for a future manager’s position. Note: It will not be called Agency Gaming Internship. You must scrutinize the details of the posting.
But what if this doesn’t feel right for you and your skillset? Would you rather leave strategy and data to the suits? Do you identify more with technicians, showcasing your skills as a video editor, graphic designer, or pitching journalists to cover a client’s story? If you like working in the trenches and producing content, focus on applying for technician positions. Now that you understand the different career paths available, let’s explore the specific coursework that can prepare you for a management track internship.

Coursework Prep for Future Management
Future managers should focus on soft skills: strategic planning, analytics, and interpersonal communication skills. Think group work. As I outlined this soft skill earlier when we investigated the internship postings, interpersonal communication is the ability to play nice with others. The agency does not want lone wolves. You’ll be expected to contribute to client projects, coordinating different pieces of the puzzle for accounts based on coworker skillset. More importantly, future managers need to resolve conflicts. To become a marketable commodity on the future management track, leadership is obviously another asset.
Does your university offer a leadership minor? If so, take a few classes to extend your knowledge in the leadership arena to help take command of interpersonal conflicts. The goal is people management, which may be helpful at work, but this also applies to your personal life, so you’re not stampeded by Crazy Karen at the supermarket. In addition to interpersonal communication and leadership, if your goal is management, invest in data analytics.
Melissa Adams and Nicole Lee interviewed digital PR and communication managers at the O’Dwyer’s listing of top independent agencies to understand the data analytics and social media skills required of PR practitioners for entry-level positions. Critical thinking and “telling the story” with metrics to support strategic objectives of clients were more valuable skills to PR management than tool-specific certifications like Google Analytics for entry-level practitioners.12 I also tell my advisees not to discount history or political science course. Hold on, Dr. G, what does the United States History Since 1877 course have to do with communication?
I’ll tell you an implicit skill required of future managers: you need to gauge how the world works. The details of what society suffered through to emerge to this chapter in our world’s history. Why do you need history and politics? To know if you have a story. In other words, you need to improve your media literacy skills, or your critical ability to analyze news.
In terms of internships, media literacy will center on your ability to consume news, evaluate story elements, and track current industry trends for agency clients. I was stunned when I learned that some producers at major broadcast networks did not have a communication degree. Instead, they were Ivy League educated in history and political science-type majors. And it all makes a tremendous amount of sense: industry leaders take a strategic approach to storytelling by examining the historical and political contexts of any breaking news story.
Remember our Iron Man analogy of coursework creating your career arsenal? Now is the time to enroll in crisis communication, team communication, or interpersonal communication courses. These are the implicit skills to industry success. You also can develop these skills by participating in campus media to get a taste of group mentality, especially if an upperclassman is voted out of an editor position to some lowly, more popular sophomore! Grab some popcorn and let the juicy politics commence!
I’ve stressed the importance of teamwork as a skill. In over 82 percent of management postings, agencies sought interpersonal communication skills or team players to work alongside PR and communication professionals. Soft skills make a massive difference and worthy to highlight on your resume. Within manager-type positions, key soft skills were organizational or attention to detail, excellent verbal communication or presentation skills, and critical thinking or problem-solving ability. Remember all those group projects you suffered through in class? The anxiety of giving public speeches in front of your classmates? Your analysis of all those archaic case studies? All of this was excellent practice for the professional world, particularly if you are applying for exposure-track positions.

Agency Pay, Timeframe, and Soliciting Talent
While several agencies featured postings that interns were hired as permanent employees, others emphasized how the experience would lead to future industry success. These internships are designed to highlight professional development programs and training, emphasizing social events to meet coworkers, clients, and industry players. In addition to training and mentoring, a key ingredient of interning at these elite agencies is that you’re likely to earn a paycheck.
Agency internships are predominately full-time (76%) paid opportunities (83%), ranging from $15 to $26 per hour for a full semester of labor (85%). Some agencies offer internship extensions into the following semester, another few months to extend this “job interview” to see if you’re the right candidate for a full-time junior executive role. Over 20 percent of postings noted the potential for interns to transition into paid full-time employment. These positions tried to distinguish themselves from media representations of interns historically running errands and administrative tasks, such as making copies. What scholars termed “bitch work” is not likely the focus of your assignments at elite agencies.
Agencies stressed tangible work, such as a digital internship posting that addressed prospective employees: “We aren’t going to have you pouring coffee and making copies for four months–instead, you’ll dig into the work, become a critical member of your teams, and learn what it means to ‘go beyond’ for your clients.” This is why it’s meaningful to become a marketable commodity by investing all that invisible labor into skill development through coursework and campus media. After slogging through interviews and entry-level internships, you’re making massive progress. And you’ll be rewarded for your efforts with the opportunity to produce industry standard content for global brands.

Agency Sales Pitch: Work with the Biggest Brands
To solicit future managers, leading PR and communications agencies actively promoted their diverse client list, global network of partners, or opportunities to work with the most recognized brands in the world. This is street cred for your socials. While you interned at an elite agency, you can gush how you met with reps from your favorite tequila company, or the logo featured on your envious classmate’s t-shirt. Agencies like to promote their clients, so snoop around the agency’s website to get an idea of their accounts. You’ll see a list of their client’s logos, and with any luck, you’ll have a chance to produce content for them. More importantly, your future employers will love to hear the seedy details during job interviews.
Remember, these future manager internship postings note how you will produce professional work similar to full-time entry-level account executives. For example, a summer strategic communication internship in Denver stated: “When interning with us, you will handle similar work to what you would be doing after joining the firm full-time. You will work on actual cases and projects that give you the experience you will need to succeed with the firm.” These are very exciting opportunities so let’s dig into the fine print. What are the essential skills required by PR and communication agencies to produce content for internationally renowned brands? And what will your role be for the organization?

Essential Skills and Agency Role Clarity
In what ways do agency’s internship postings shape perceptions about the defined roles and responsibilities of perspective managers? Following writing ability, 80 percent of postings featured account research or provided presentation deliverables about clients to C-Level executives. However, research responsibilities were primarily administrative tasks, such as tracking and logging media coverage, updating media lists, and identifying digital influencers for client campaigns. But contrary to the campus media deliverables that produce tangible portfolio pieces like news releases or social media content, future manager tasks are the behind-the-scenes research for an agency’s communication campaigns.
You will investigate your client’s competition. Research social platforms and list ten influencers who we should consider as a brand ambassador for this client’s product. Examine ten media outlets and discover potential media placements for all our clients. In terms of research, future management track interns will scan through every media outlet in New York and update our media lists with current contact information.
While most research is not exactly tangible like a media list that you could hand to a hiring manager, these critical thinking tasks showcase your strategic abilities. This is the mundane work of scanning socials for mentions of client accounts, reading newspaper articles and TV clips. The result will be a compilation of media coverage that you present to your supervisor. You may also update the agency’s media list by making some phone calls or investigating media websites to learn the names of the new editor or beat reporter for various publications. Lastly, you get to doomscroll through Insta to discover the emerging influencers racking up followers like you’re incurring debt.
Management recruitment postings included contributing to brainstorming sessions. Simply, you’ll attend meetings with your site supervisor, reporting on your research about potential influencer candidates or the new journalist at the national newspaper. Be passionate and make evidence-based suggestions to bolster client’s accounts. But I want to close with a hidden gem skill that I touched on earlier in this chapter that is not as tangible as a news release or sizzle reel. A critical ability of qualified future managers is media literacy.

Future Management Superpower: Media Literacy
Internship posts will not use the term media literacy. Future account manager positions focused on media literacy or the need for interns to consume and evaluate news coverage and story elements, understand print and electronic media, and identify current trends in PR, integrated marketing, or advertising industries. A winter consumer PR position required candidates to “understand the elements that make a story exciting and how to highlight them in what you read in the press and what you see on social media.”
A content specialist position in Atlanta sought individuals who understood “the differences of media and digital/social media channels to create engaging and relevant content under tight deadlines.” A graduate PR spring internship in Dallas was seeking a “news junkie,” “social media and pop culture savvy” candidates for influencer relations and analysis of the latest news and trends affecting social media channels.
Are you a storyteller? Do you understand news values like timeliness, proximity, conflict, impact, and human interest-type criteria to make an educated decision about a story’s credibility and potential? Does this story fit your target demo? Why? Read the industry trades to develop this skill, ranking stories featured from the front page to the last page? Analyze each story to understand what elements made it worthy publishing? This is an excellent question to ask your site supervisor or hiring manager as each agency is an individual storytelling brand.

Action Steps
	1.
Review your course catalog for political science and history classes. Find a way to enroll in at least one of these classes per semester to help round your education. You might even gain an additional minor out of it!

 

	2.
To help improve your media literacy skills, shadow industry professionals and seek their advice about newsworthiness criteria.

 

	3.
Analyze media outlets to discover patterns in coverage, such as what are their traditional headline stories? Break down the lead and learn how their writers structure their stories.

 

	4.
Conduct informational interviews with editors at the media outlets in your sector. Find out what stories are printed and what stories they neglect. What makes a story worth publishing? How do they create content for their target audience?

 

	5.
Research social media influencers in your dream job’s field. Create a database of these individuals and connect them to the agency’s clients. What influencer would you recommend to their clients? Why? Be brave and reach out to the influencers for informational interviews. Find out what products they would like to promote. All of this intel will be critical talking points with future hiring managers.
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Abstract
This chapter explores the critical role of internships in bridging the gap between academic learning and professional success, emphasizing the importance of strategic planning and self-advocacy for students entering their first internship experiences. Through real-world examples and cautionary tales, it illustrates common pitfalls such as lack of initiative, insufficient preparation, and unrealistic expectations, while offering practical advice on how to maximize learning opportunities and build a professional portfolio. The chapter underscores the need for students to be proactive, flexible, and willing to learn on the job, highlighting that the true value of an internship lies not just in potential job offers, but in the skills, experiences, and industry knowledge gained along the way.
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Brad stopped in my office with a list of potential courses for his final semester of his senior year. I shoved his list back to him, dumbfounded by his selections. “I want to enjoy my last semester,” Brad said. Brad did not train with campus media, and he had a miserable experience with mundane tasks at his only internship. Without naming names to diminish the value of any other department’s courses, it looked like a cake schedule. I asked him a blunt self-assessment question: Are you ready to graduate?
I told Brad he should be thinking like a marathon runner at this point in the academic race. He should exhaust any remaining energy he had to become a marketable commodity. Otherwise, he’d be risking a tumultuous job market. He did not elect to complete another internship that spring semester. He also didn’t change his classes, thinking like Iron Man, to improve his skillset. He coasted into spring commencement with the credits to earn a degree, but certain to fail college.
Brad earned his degree, a solid 2.9ish GPA to bolster some credibility of ability. However, he failed to build a professional portfolio. I would ask Brad during every advising session about his goals and career plans. Brad’s response: primetime anchor at ESPN. Perfect. Then I’d ask: Why should they hire you? He honestly didn’t do one thing to earn a shot at ESPN. His college degree was certainty not enough of a credential. Wanting to do something is meaningless unless you take the appropriate steps to improve your odds. The modern version of Brad is the student addicted to ChatGPT.
This student shovels crap into ChatGPT and pukes out their assignments, happy to pass the course, but failing to develop any skills. I just witnessed students like Ché’s outcome on the job market. Ché loved him some ChatGPT. He thought he was clever when he ironed out the artificial wrinkles in the language and submitted his assignments. Ché earned his degree with a respectable GPA and earned interviews post-commencement. But Ché’s check came due.
Ché was a sports media major who applied for an analytics position for a professional football team. He earned the coveted second round in-person interview at the team’s stadium headquarters. Ché met with his potential supervisor who had a practical exercise to gauge his analytical competence. While some PR or journalism candidates will have to complete a writing exercise as part of the interviewing process, sports analytics majors will be given a spreadsheet of data. Ché was asked to analyze the spreadsheet for target audience trends and prepare talking points for a supervisor for an upcoming meeting. Perfect.
Ché popped open ChatGPT, dumped the dataset, and prompted an analysis of the spreadsheet. The next prompt was to provide five talking points for management. Ché thought he was clever and beamed as he spun his laptop around for the hiring manager—his future supervisor. Thank you for your time. Ché left the interview, and the several that followed, confident he earned the analytics position. Doofus students like Ché lack the self-awareness to understand that they are now 100K in student debt and unemployable.
What the hiring manager for the football team and any other organization seeks is an example of your critical thinking skills. He wanted Ché to demonstrate how he processes and evaluates information. More importantly, Ché will eventually need to explain his rationale. Here’s the major difference between college and work: in college, you complete assignments, but your professor hardly ever has you explain your thought process of how you reached this conclusion. For example, your theory critique paper required you to analyze research and apply it to a personal situation or current event. You can use ChatGPT and think you’re clever to produce this output to earn your grade. Your professor is not going to invite you to her office and force you to explain the theory’s principles and event to demonstrate your competence.
In a professional context, you will advocate for your position on the assignment. Ché would have to attend the target audience analytic meeting without the safety net of ChatGPT. Sadly, he would crumble under the follow-up questions of his intelligent supervisor. What would he do when he’s asked to explain the WHY of the data? He would look incompetent if he kept pumping prompts into ChatGPT during the meeting. Hold on Senior VP, let me just ask ChatGPT how I should respond. Ché should prompt ChatGPT how he could payback his student loan debt when he failed to develop his skills in college. Ché’s unemployable future is not for you.
After reading this book, thriving students developed their craft through campus media. The next step on your career path is an entry-level internship, regardless of compensation. Think logically: how are you going to transition into a professional if you never leave campus? How will you sample the different types of jobs available to your major?
This chapter is about your first internship.1 You’ll be entering a tornado and trying to understand your role within it. Your goal is to gain experience within a professional context and learn how to keep yourself busy with work. You want to avoid being the office’s lost puppy. The key for successful first internships is selecting your learning goals via the internship contract. In addition to adding value to the internship site, you should also strategically address your professional goals. What do you want to intern at this organization? What skills do you want to improve? You will work with your faculty supervisor to select learning goals that fit your needs.
This is a very important point before we continue: do not contact your references gained through informational interviews. You may be eager to reach out to those elite professionals. The truth is you are not prepared for those positions, yet. Our goal is to expand our professional competencies beyond campus media and learn how the industry functions. We do this at our first internship site. This is when we can make mistakes and grow. We’ll learn how to maximize our time at the internship site and achieve our learning objectives, hitting those key skills you want to improve. We do not want to burn that golden ticket. Be patient. It’s time to be strategic.
You should not randomly select any internship. This (unpaid) position should fit your goals. First, you should examine current postings at your dream organization to gauge what qualifications they list for open positions. More importantly, do you have the professional work samples as evidence of these skills? Elite sports media and the dream field of your choice have hundreds of applicants applying for open positions. They can select the cream of the crop. Self-assessment time: What are you doing today to be a candidate for these jobs tomorrow?
Strategically Selfish Intern Labor: Planned Outcomes
This chapter will highlight how a single intern’s experience is not representative of the system. The following stories address the intern dilemma: creative autonomy to produce content or internship governance structures that may lead to exploitative experiences. Interns receive real benefits, whether developing soft skills or generating portfolio materials. What about earning income? Here is how intern stats may be misleading if we only look at compensation or employment offers as ideal outcomes.
For example, several thriving students were not hired full-time or offered a second semester at the internship site. Hardly an ideal outcome or is it a little more nuanced than simple metrics of employment? While Stephanie Dailey found interns expect full-time work,2 students I interviewed noted the goal of their internship was not paid full-time employment. At the end of the internship, several thriving students met with management about full-time positions and turned down the job offer.
The conflict became class standing as these individuals had credits remaining to earn their degree. Other participants had a competing job offer lined up at a prior internship site. Hence, Career Center surveys should be careful about reporting internship placements. Students have a choice about remaining at the internship site.
If this is an organization where you want to work after commencement, conduct informational interviews with former interns to gain practical advice about the work site. But just like Rate My Professor, some interns may savagely attack an organization because it didn’t connect with them. Your objective is to speak to multiple former interns to gain a consensus about the supervisor, work site, and learn what they gained from the experience.
Some students selected internships to sample the roles and responsibilities of potential careers. Other students sought site supervisor feedback as a source of valorization of their professional skillsets. In a sense, to prove to themselves that they were able to produce industry standard work. Self-assessment time, good citizens: Are you being strategically selfish about what you want to obtain from your internship? Do you want to learn new skills or cutting-edge equipment? Is your goal to network to gain references for future job apps? Or find out what you don’t want to do? All valid goals of accepting an internship. And once you land an internship, you’ll need to learn how to work with your site supervisor.
Your first internship should be designed for you to understand your roles and responsibilities. Are there events coming up that need a news release? Can we layer some audio over the interviews we conducted to create a podcast? Can I use those archived pictures to create social media graphics to highlight an area of the organization? We need to improve our critical thinking skills about assignments, so we don’t bombard the site supervisor like lost puppies seeking what to do next. This is how you add value to the work site. You’ll gain a better understanding of what you should be doing by reading the trades, working with campus media, before graduating to a first internship. All this is to help you prepare to avoid Jenna’s mistakes.

Jenna’s First Internship Blues: Wasted Opportunity
Jenna completed her lone internship the summer following her junior year. She switched majors after her sophomore year and did not develop her industry skills through on-campus media. Jenna conceded that: “I haven’t done anything probably resume-worthy.” Think about that for a minute: Going into her senior year, Jenna confessed she hasn’t done anything to improve her marketability. Remind you of Brad’s story? This is the equivalent of wanting to be a stand-up comedian and never writing a joke. Or never getting on stage in front of an audience. You might be hilarious, but you need to invest in the craft. Making your grocery store coworkers laugh is not enough. Now for a little self-assessment: what you’ve done to this point in your academic career that will separate you from the competition in a competitive job market?
Jenna was an advertising major working in a PR department and lacked a basic understanding of a PR professional’s roles and responsibilities. I worked in PR for 14 years before suffering through my doctorate. I loved that job, working with new people and new projects nearly every day. There are many perennial projects. Essentially, stock news releases that you basically update the names and dates each year. If you do not know what you can do to generate publicity for your organization, you will have idle hands.
Wasting everyone’s time and energy surfing the Internet. Jenna didn’t know the implicit and explicit expectations of the PR industry and her internship was riddled with miscommunication on assignments. For example, the standard process of writing a news release is for the intern to submit a rough draft to their site supervisor. The supervisor will cover it with red ink, return it for the intern to incorporate revisions or ship them out to find any missing information. Depending on management, the supervisor may give you a list of media outlets to send this release once it’s approved.
Jenna did not understand these basics. She sent out a press release draft to the media outlets before it was approved by her supervisor. As an intern, you need to understand how the industry operates. It’s okay to ask your supervisor about the process, ranging from rough draft to final submission. You should confirm who needs to approve each step. It demonstrates maturity and professionalism. In addition to lacking knowledge about what assignments to do to fill your work day, you may be confronted with new technology.

No Position to Make Demands: Be Flexible on Assignments
You need to be flexible. Regardless of the skills you developed during your college career, you may be asked to complete assignments outside your comfort zone. Let’s assume you are a good writer—that’s your niche—you can write stories. That’s great but in the modern context, you cannot be a one trick pony. A little background about media convergence and economics. As we entered the 2000s, media organizations shifted gears with staff skillsets.
For example, think about your local newspaper. At one point before Zuckerberg started sliding into people’s DMs, your local newspaper editor would assign a journalist and a photographer to cover a story. Good writers focused on the interview and serving as an objective observer while the photographer captured the scene in still images. What about video coverage? Who produced the social media content? Media convergence is our answer.
Your local newspaper applied the business approach and no longer paid salary and benefits to an employee to write copy. Simply, they wanted generalists over specialists. They wanted someone to write the story, take some pics, craft a graphic for Insta, and post their interview footage as a teaser reel for the YouTube channel. Think logically here: If you were the newspaper, who would you hire? The storyteller who focuses on writing? Or the individual who can produce all those other media artifacts for the same paycheck?
If you consider yourself “just a writer,” you can still find employment in the field of your choice. But the game plan of this book is turning you into a marketable commodity. The good news, if you currently have one key skill like writing or video editing, is an old mantra from earlier chapters: Fake it ‘til you make it. You’ll highlight that skill with your portfolio samples, but with our favorite key term for your resume: “working knowledge” in XX.
Review the job description and list the qualifications: Do they need someone to cut video, edit photos, and create graphics? If you do not have these skills, examine the learning objectives of your current and future classes. Reach out to faculty for a copy of their syllabi so you can gauge the skills and software you will eventually learn in those courses. You can add those items to your resume as a placeholder but be ready to get to work. You can learn anything if you have a positive attitude about the craft. You don’t have to be an expert. Aim for proficient and, more importantly, you can be strategic with skill development during your internship.

Benefits of Professional Experience
Gabrielle interned with her local minor league sports team. This is a nice brand to exploit on your resume as it provides talking points during job interviews. The professional development will depend on your ambition. Be specific with your learning objectives and outline what you hope to learn: do you need writing samples? Do you hope to gain video production experience, improving your skills in setting up lighting or capturing sound? Will you produce social media graphics for the multiple platforms? Be clear with your learning objectives because this is literally a contract with the internship site.
Meet with your faculty advisor as if it were a board of director’s meeting. You should not blindly enter this meeting and complain that you don’t know what you want to do at the internship. This is your professional life, and this internship is an opportunity to invest in your development. You can conduct a little research prior to this meeting with your university’s internship coordinator, asking if the college previously placed students at this internship site. If so, see if you can contact those students to learn first-hand about the benefits and pitfalls of their experiences. This is the time to ask if you will be spending four months filling mailers.
For example, if you intern for the minor league sports team, tell your supervisor what you hope to focus on during the next three months. If you want clips for your portfolio, ask if you could write a story per week for the team’s publications and website. Ask if interns can interview players for feature articles. Keep in mind that minor league sports teams are primarily unpaid internships. While you may not earn a paycheck, you can complete the internship with a book of portfolio samples to become a marketable commodity.
Hopefully, your internship site supervisor will be patient and smart with writing advice. Second, you need to be your own self-advocate. Have the courage to state—not in a confrontational manner but genuine concern for your employment prospects—what you need to gain from this internship experience. If you don’t have this conversation with your site supervisor, you will end up stuffing mailers with idle time. This is an example of you not knowing your roles and responsibilities.
I completely understand that some college students are afraid of confrontation. But don’t be desperate for professional experience. These organizations need your talent, even if you’ll need to learn new skills on the job like Gabrielle.
After completing an unpaid internship in the public relations department with a local minor league sports team, Gabrielle said: “I think this was the best first internship I ever could have had.” A junior mass communication major with a marketing minor, Gabrielle notes the distinction between internship progression. She was aware that she would be assigned entry-level tasks requiring limited technical skill as part of her first internship.
At the work site, Gabrielle was able to complete fundamental graphic design projects and produced social media content, but she lacked video editing skills. She learned on the job watching YouTube tutorials. While you should invest in those invisible labor tasks to improve your skills at night, you are not expected to know everything when you arrive at the internship. This is a positive that you will be assigned fresh assignments to diversify your creative portfolio. If you feel uncomfortable producing sloppy first drafts, demonstrate self-compassion knowing you will make progress and improve with each project. Like trying new foods, you might find a new meal you love to eat. If you eat the same meal every day, writing stock news releases, you’re missing out on a full menu. This is a time to expand your taste buds at the internship site.
I was in a similar situation as Gabrielle. While I had writing samples from an internship with the local hockey team, I was given new responsibilities with my second internship with our campus PR department. One dish I never tasted was designing newsletters. But this task was required at my new gig. My site supervisor asked during my interview: Do you know how to design newsletters using Pagemaker (it’s now InDesign—that’s how old I am)? Of course, I can fake it ’til I make it. Even though we spent one class period on it, I had working knowledge. I landed the internship and smiled all the way to the college bookstore to purchase a book on learning how to use Pagemaker; this was my version of watching YouTube tutorials. It’s okay not to know how to use all the equipment or complete every assignment: have a passion to learn.
Like Gabrielle creating video content on the fly, I expanded my knowledge beyond the basics of design. This was a scary new meal that I never tried before, and while my initial work was awful, I slowly improved. Eventually, I liked graphic design. It was fun to layout the content, weaving my writing with some photos.
The graphic design skills I learned at work site led to a full-time job offer before commencement. As if learning new skills wasn’t enough of a challenge to transition into a professional, you are going to have to transfer your generic communication degree and apply your skills to a specific field like your journalism classmate, Kiera.

Industry Jargon: Skills Applied Within Sectors
Kiera completed three internships prior to her senior year. A journalism major with campus publication experience at her university’s student newspaper and magazine, Kiera exemplifies disparities among students who learn an overview of their profession in the classroom and industry-specific skills required at the internship site.
To expand on her campus media experience as a journalist, Kiera completed an editorial internship with a financial magazine. Here, students expect coursework to translate to any sub-discipline of the industry. Reality check: it doesn’t. You will spend some invisible labor hours researching industry-specific jargon. Kiera lacked this organizational knowledge as she arguably spent months of her internship experience “learning on the job.”
Kiera was a good writer and produced content without strict supervision. However, she lacked the necessary industry knowledge to complete her projects. This is common as you’ll be skilled in communication when enter the internship site, but you may not know how the financial sector works. Or key terms coworkers toss around the office that you are expected to know. How do you gain this knowledge? One option is completing more informational interviews. This is where that question about what your insider is reading comes into play. Buy the book or subscribe to the podcast. Your best bet would be to enroll in a class on the sector. Do some research prep before you begin your internship, or you can be neglected like Pearl.

Training Not Guaranteed
Pearl worked for all three student-run media organizations available on campus: newspaper, PR agency, and TV station. As she transitioned to her internship at a nonprofit organization, Pearl learned first-hand that some internship sites neglect student workers: “What kind of training? Well, that’s one area that may be kind of lax, because there were times that like I was just given something and I just kind of had to figure it out myself,” Pearl said.
Very important note: Your site supervisor is not being paid to train you. You were “hired” for the internship because of your professional potential. Pearl’s supervisor expected her to understand the implicit and explicit expectations of the work site. While completing a paid, full-time communication internship, Pearl brought her personal computer to work in a former storage room with a fellow intern. This internship site lacked a formal orientation program, and her site supervisor worked remote. Think about that, good citizens: Help is a distant zoom call away.
There were limited on-site staff to help with her projects. Pearl was expected to enter the work site and produce content without micromanaging. Pearl could have benefited from two weeks of observation. While given a creative assignment and instructed to “figure it out,” Pearl lacked working knowledge of Adobe software needed to complete certain assignments, nor did she understand the nonprofit’s industry-specific lingo. Thus, she filled her hours with administrative work, such as writing “thank you” notes for the wedding specialist who worked for the company. Is this how you want to spend three months? Is writing notes resume-worthy? This issue could have been avoided if Pearl was a self-advocate and crafted specific learning objectives. My advice to Pearl and thriving students would be aware of the red flags. If you learn your supervisor works remote, then withdraw your application from consideration.

Brad Track: Aimless Office Interns
After writing for the student newspaper, Rita interned with her local newspaper during the summer following her sophomore year. However, the position lacked a clear job description or a permanent site supervisor. This is common as some company’s hire an office intern and you’ll be given assignments from a variety of colleagues.
This is a positive as you will have more opportunities to network and gain references for future employment. Plus, you can take advantage of the opportunity to shadow or observe professionals in action for a few weeks. You’re not there to creep around the office while everyone is suffering through projects. Eventually, you will be expected to contribute. But you’ll be given a grace period to learn how the organization operates, asking a ton of questions to a variety of coworkers.
Some questions you should consider asking: Who needs to approve my assignments? What are the typical deadlines for submitting work? If I need a photo for my story, where can I get the office camera? Rita shadowed professionals to learn news production. However, Rita was self-aware of her lack of initiative: she preferred being assigned specific tasks rather than the freedom to produce content based on her own creative choices. In other words, the local newspaper offered creative autonomy, but Rita desired more stringent supervision.
Think of creative autonomy as self-direction. You’ll enter your internship site at a specific historical context as most of your coworkers have previously been assigned projects. As you enter during the middle of the madness, they hope you will contribute to relieve some of the assignment burden. You are college educated from a prestigious communication department. What do you work on? We covered this in the last chapter. After reading industry trades and your campus media experience, you don’t have to wait to be given assignments because your advanced industry knowledge will provide plenty of creative ideas to tackle your responsibilities.
Basically, site supervisors will not train their interns; instead, students read “how-to” folders to learn their responsibilities. During an internship with a minor league baseball affiliate, communication studies major Amira said her site supervisor “took 35 seconds to show me how to approve a donation and send it out. And that was really all the training I got with that.”
Amira received a folder to learn how to solicit donations via cold sales calls. Remember the cold sales call class you took at college? Amira didn’t have one, either. That was one of the tasks she learned at the internship site. Most of these minor league teams need fundraising to exist, so you may have to take on donor or community relations initiatives, especially if you work for nonprofits. Amira learned the expectations of her work site and how her supervisor operated. She said, “He doesn’t want me to keep to him like a lost puppy. He wants me to figure something out for myself, so I’m not just sitting here twiddling my thumbs every day.”
This is great advice from Amira that sums up this chapter’s key point about critical thinking skills. Thriving students do not beg for a meal or assignments from our site supervisor. We can walk into the kitchen and cook a delicious content meal.
Amira learned the implicit and explicit expectations of her work site, resulting in her being given more meaningful work for her portfolio. However, other students assume all internships occur under “ideal” conditions. Will you be mentored and rewarded with meaningful projects? Hopefully, but some students like William entered the lunatic fringe.

Historical Context: Insert Intern into Tornado
Unfortunately, you will have no idea if you’re entering a healthy work site. Hopefully, you interviewed some former interns to gauge the insanity of this operation. Think back to the day that you arrived at campus media and a family of students was already in place in various leadership roles. The one thing hidden from newcomers is dysfunctional internal politics. As you encountered at campus media with the family bickering, paychecks and career paths could escalate to create a hostile work environment.
A coworker could have been recently fired during corporate downsizing. Or they just hired some idiot to run the joint. Who cares about their skills since this slacker is related to a board member? Maybe two of your new coworkers just ended their secret tryst. Or have fun working with your site supervisor who was just passed over for a promotion. These are all realities, regardless of your industry. You won’t know the historical context until you step foot through the headquarter gates. William noted this internal dynamic during his paid internship with the sports department of a local newspaper.
William answered phones and compiled game statistics. So much for using his on-campus experience with the PR agency and newspaper. William argues a student’s perception of an internship and the lived experience may be radically different:
“People think internships are, they’re just perfect. And people just go in there and they’re just immediately handed a job after,” said William. “But sometimes they’re not perfect. Internships are, for interns, you’re pushed around.”
William highlights the reality of internships: students are placed into a specific historical context, one where employee mentality and creative workload may change daily; interns should be prepared for interoffice conflict that may exist at the internship site, such as William’s experience between reporters and a new sports editor.
The seasoned reporters at the local newspaper were disappointed with management’s pick for the new sports editor. How did an office of journalists respond to this corporate decision? The professional reporters deliberately made the new sports editor’s life miserable. Welcome to reality, interns. Even professionals could be petty and bitter. These journalists were demoralized and the last thing they wanted to do was supervise William on his creative assignments. He was among the interns who are simply neglected at the work site.
Several interns noted “working alone,” “self-guided,” and “doing it myself” to describe the relationship with their site supervisor. Some entry-level interns vented about “long days” without being given an assignment. Others made the most of a negative workspace and elected to fill the hours in creative ways, including learning digital software like Photoshop.
These situations highlight what to expect during your first internship. You’ll need to find ways to maximize your hours to achieve your learning goals. If you know your roles and responsibilities, completing assignments without being the office’s lost puppy, you will be officially prepared to advance to competitive internships.

Action Steps
	1.
Make a list of your goals for a first internship. What are your flaws? What skills do you want to improve? What software do you want to use to gain more experience? These should be your learning goals for an entry-level internship.

 

	2.
Map out every week of your upcoming internship. Plan two weeks to shadow various professionals. Be specific and list who you will observe. Make daily and weekly goals so after 14 weeks of an internship, you’ll achieve your learning goals.

 

	3.
Conduct an informational interview with a few students who interned at your internship site. Ask some questions to learn the highlights and pitfalls of this internship site. If they could restart the internship, what would they have done differently? Find out what they would do to maximize the experience.

 

	4.
After your entry-level internship, what is your game plan? What are your career goals? What elite organization would be the right fit to take the next step on your career path? Conduct an informational interview with professionals at that competitive internship site. Will this position meet your new learning objectives? Is this a good time to welcome an intern at the site? Gauge the historical context and potential outcomes so you can know if this prestigious opportunity is worth investing in the lengthy application process.

 





Footnotes
1For an academic deep dive into interns and industry expectations, see my research in Journal of Education and Work: Giomboni, J. (2024). Early Career Workers Granted Creative Autonomy: Agency Shifts Intern Debate Toward Industry Expectations. Journal of Education and Work. DOI: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13639080.​2024.​2335470
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Abstract
This chapter explores the progression of internships from menial tasks to meaningful work, emphasizing the importance of understanding industry expectations and taking initiative to produce content without constant supervision. It highlights how students can shed their “intern” status and gain professional recognition by developing skills through campus media involvement, completing multiple internships, and adapting to workplace cultures. The chapter concludes with examples of successful interns who leveraged their experiences to secure job offers before graduation, demonstrating the potential rewards of strategic internship planning and execution.
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The final discussion points with Brad were a massive reality check. That fateful day at the bar, I was blunt and told him he wasn’t prepared for an advanced internship placement or competitive employment offers. I said, Brad, picture this: You stroll into the office on your first day at a prestigious media internship. Your supervisor welcomes you and shows you to your desk, gives you a hopeful nod, and walks away. No detailed instructions. No handholding. Just the unspoken expectation that you knew what you were doing. Would you be prepared, Brad?
For most students like Brad, this moment is terrifying. They’ll spend the next few hours anxiously awaiting their tasks, maybe self-exploiting by making coffee or organizing the supply closet to appear busy or distract from imposter syndrome. But thriving students like Ibrahim, Lily, and our book’s Final Boss Barbara—the ones who’ve put in countless hours with campus media and previous internships—this moment is their chance to shine. They know exactly what to do because they’ve learned to read the room, understand industry expectations, and take initiative without being micromanaged.
The difference between these two types of interns isn’t talent—it’s preparation and industry knowledge. As one student put it, you’ll transition from “coffee girl” to valued team member, but only if you know how to navigate the unspoken rules of the professional world. Let me tell you about one thriving student’s journey, which perfectly illustrates this transformation.1
Student A completed several internships in a major media market. Throughout her college career, her internship assignments included picking up her boss’ laundry and sanding her supervisor’s desk, among other exploitative tasks. Student B interned for a renowned PR agency, where she was mentored by a site supervisor and presented her research project to senior staff. Student A and Student B are Yasmine.2
Yasmine picked up her boss’ laundry during an internship with a music publicist as a first-year student, sanded her boss’ desk as a sophomore for a PR start-up, and presented her research assignment during an internship at a PR agency in London. Yasmine sums up an intern’s progression from menial tasks to meaningful work: “I think internships help you transition from a student to a professional. You learn how much your work is worth, and you strengthen your skill set that you can negotiate with employers,” said Yasmine. “You transition from the coffee girl to ‘no, she does quality work here and she’s actually valued.’”
Make no mistake: If your boss asks you to sand their desk, walk out and never return. That supervisor crossed professional boundaries and should never host interns again. Yasmine notes how internships progress from the self-described “coffee girl” to producing industry standard content. This is the heart of this chapter. As an intern, you’ll need to understand what work is expected of you. Simply, you’ll need to know how to generate content without being assigned tasks. This is where the coffee runs kick in. If your site supervisor sees you wandering like the office ghost, she may feel obligated to give you something to do. You’ll have a choice to make: do I want to fetch laundry or build a professional portfolio?
T.C. Corrigan (2015) concluded that interns constantly navigate tensions between personal fulfillment, future career aspirations, and (self-)exploitation.3 Yasmine strived to produce creative content validated by her employer (personal fulfillment); hoped to gain experience to earn admission to graduate school and her PR position in London (career aspirations); and labored through a variety of tasks, including sanding desks and laundry pickups during long-unpaid hours (self-exploitation).
Your story as an intern may be similar. If you do not have an agenda—specific tangible goals outlined in your learning contract—then you’ll be doing more errands and less tangible portfolio-building work. My advice is to be humble. Empty the waste basket. Run for the office coffee order before the brainstorming meeting. Your coworkers will notice these minimal contributions and perk up when it comes time to help you with meaningful assignments. That’s the key. If there’s no meaningful work granted after the coffee run, and you are only on site to answer telephones, let the phone ring, gather your gear and exit without looking back.
Or in another scholar’s words, Daniel Ashton argues that while media workers may find benefits within unpaid, entry-level work, industry expectations should change to value the professional skills inherent from their degree.4 Simply, the coffee run and routine work may be part of an entry-level pathway into a media industry, but professionals would be wise to expand their roles and responsibilities to match their emerging skillsets.
Shoot Your Shot
At this point in the book, you’ve learned about the invisible labor required to build a professional network of industry contacts. You did the shrewd informational interview with veterans in your field. You’re now ready to strike. It’s now time to reach out to your network to learn about internship opportunities or unlisted job openings at their organization.
You’ve built a portfolio of work samples, either publicity campaigns for PRSSA, podcasts and demo reel from the radio station, investigative reporting for the newspaper, or a reel of footage for film. You have taken advantage of the safe space to fail with campus media and earned tangible portfolio samples to submit after completing entry-level internships.
This work has differentiated you from your classmates like Brad and earned you placement for competitive jobs and internships. While Brad loves telling stories about how he skipped out on the readings and earned a B on the exam, check came due. The problem Brad didn’t realize is those readings were talking points during your interview. Those readings helped you understand how the industry functions. And you are about to reap its benefits.
The research conducted to write this chapter will help you “make sense” of internships so you can take control over the outcomes of your internship experience. I interviewed juniors and seniors, as well as recent public relations and media graduates, for a micro-level analysis of intern’s working conditions and creative work. Interns who lack awareness of what is expected of them—even without being given an assignment by their supervisors—are typically neglected by site supervisors and assigned exploitative tasks.
Remember, I preached patience in the previous chapter about contacting elite professionals. You have one shot at making the best impression on your references. Campus media is not enough. I have a student with an excellent contact at a professional sports team. He reached out as a sophomore to learn about internship opportunities. Luckily, the contact was compassionate. He told the student he wasn’t ready, yet. This industry contact could have setup my advisee to fail, introducing him to an internship, where he would have likely failed.
While working for your Athletic Department for a few semesters develops a strong spine of industry credibility, you need to continue to grow and learn the specifics about your industry role and improve the quality of your work samples. You’re doing everything right. Have the patience not to rush into golden opportunities when you just need a little more seasoning. Why? We don’t want to burn our great industry connections before we sample the field in our first internships. This is when we make mistakes. This is when we learn how to produce without constant supervision. You’ll gain experience and understand exactly what you need to do every day on a professional level. That’s when you’ll make an impact at the elite internship sites. This is when you’ll impress your reference and they’ll be glad they recommended you.
You will determine the outcome of your internship experience. In the next sections, I will describe how you can benefit from structured entry-level internship programs with site supervisors who help develop your skillset. You will learn industry norms through observation to have a rewarding experiential learning experience.
These students transition from shadowing professionals to providing value at the internship site. They know how to create professional content without having to be micromanaged by their supervisors. After reading this chapter, you will be among the college students who shed their status as “interns” and earn creative autonomy through an understanding of the implicit and explicit expectations at the work site.

Industry Expectations: Things Are Expected of You (Without You Even Knowing It)
Thriving students who banked several internships addressed the need for interns to have self-confidence and set creative boundaries with supervisors to advocate for their career goals. Otherwise, they may “get stepped on” by site supervisors. This conversation distinguishes between meaningful work and exploitive internships with mundane tasks.
Students reported conflicts at the work site, particularly a lack of feedback on assignments. Some supervisor’s feedback may be a few lines of red ink edits, others offer some tips on improving your lead or creative choices to stay on brand. These students thrived in organizational cultures that invested in developing interns into full-time employees, participating in orientation programs through professional development workshops. These are more advanced internship opportunities that scream professional on your resume.
Elite means corporate conglomerates, national media outlets, and international public relations agencies. Elite internships are your reward for all your invisible labor: coursework, campus media, and learning from failure at entry-level internships to gain an understanding of your roles and responsibilities. To obtain these positions, thriving students demonstrated their professional abilities and understood the value of taking the initiative to produce content. The result: students like Lily and Constance change their status from intern to professional.

Prepared for Battle: Your Advanced Employment Competition
Prior to her senior year, Constance completed several internships including one at a media conglomerate. After rigorous orientation sessions, Constance attended in-house training to develop her skillset, including Excel and personal branding. She participated in weekly intern-specific events and an internal mentoring program to network with colleagues.
Constance noted how shedding the status of “intern” and being treated like an “employee” through paid meaningful work provided a self-realizing internship experience. Constance’s structured internship placement featured mentors who validated her skillsets, aiding her socialization into the industry, and expanded her networking opportunities. If you think it will be tough to compete with Constance for open positions, Lily is looming.
Lily majored in communications, worked at the university TV station for four years, and completed three internships, including two video editing internships at national television networks. Reflection moment: Can you compete with the Lily’s of the world? If not, what do you need to improve to become a marketable commodity? Plant the seeds for industry success today, reap the fruit of your dream job tomorrow.
While the network internship sites lacked formal training, Lily relied on her prior experience to contribute content: “There weren’t necessarily formal trainings. It was more so they just kind of assumed that I knew what I was doing,” Lily said. The producers of the cable channel assumed Lily was vetted during the internship application process, expecting her to be proficient with the video editing software required to complete assignments.
During her final internship, Lily was offered a full-time position as a production assistant but declined because she had to complete the spring semester of her senior year to earn her bachelor’s degree. That’s how the system should work. Lily put in a tremendous amount of campus media and internship labor and earned job offers before commencement. Lily met professional standards and earned compensation for her creative contributions.

Adapt to Supervisor’s Managerial Style
Interns progressed to professional status by transitioning from menial template-based assignments typically given during first internships to original content featuring their individual creative brand. Students like Ibrahim and Tamara earned a seat at staff meetings to pitch their material to C-Suite executives and clients.
Prior to her senior year, Tamara had set herself up for success by investing in her university’s student PR agency. A strategic communication major, Tamara earned a leadership role within campus media, working on several client accounts. She had a massive portfolio of professional work samples before she began her internships.
More importantly, Tamara put herself in a position to compete against elite communication majors for prestigious positions. She didn’t need ten unpaid internships to build her portfolio. In this case, campus media is sufficient to create content, but Tamara wanted an experience in a professional context and earned an internship at a media conglomerate.
Tamara compared her summer internship with Anne Hathaway’s character in the film The Devil Wears Prada. In the film, Meryl Streep portrays Miranda Priestly as a mercurial fashion magazine editor. Hathaway’s character Andrea “Andy” Sachs is a recent college graduate who becomes Miranda’s assistant. In one of their first scenes, Miranda rattles off a list of tasks for Andy to complete. As Andy retorts with minutia questions, Miranda silences her with a glare.
Like the fictional assistant Andy, Tamara bombarded her site supervisor with questions about her assignments until she adjusted to her new role: “I eventually learned the style of my boss, what she likes and what she doesn’t like, and adapted to it,” said Tamara. While internships are indeed a learning opportunity, students must balance their site supervisor’s assignments, organizational cultures, and learn how to produce creative content without being micromanaged. Simply, your boss is busy, and they may not have time to constantly create work for you.

Final Boss: Ibrahim
Ibrahim interned at a news bureau for a national media outlet in Washington, D.C. Prior to his senior year, Ibrahim’s double major of journalism and Spanish allowed him to make an immediate impact at the internship site as he was the only reporter who spoke the primary language of the family featured in a national media story.
A senior network producer acknowledged Ibrahim’s competence to colleagues, differentiating his skillset from the abilities of other interns: “He’s actually a pretty good kid, pretty smart, and knows what he’s doing,” Ibrahim recalled of that meeting. Ibrahim viewed internships as an investment in his future career.
He progressed from an amateur content producer at the university TV station to a professional who earned meaningful assignments at a national media outlet. By interning, Ibrahim learned his desired professional role, industry standards, and he was self-reflexive about his personal professional growth. Later in his career trajectory, when he began his network TV internship in Washington, D.C., Ibrahim was rewarded for his dedication to the craft:
“I came into (network TV) and they said ‘okay, this is your desk.’ And that was it. And I’m honestly more grateful for that because you realize what you have to do and what is expected of you,” said Ibrahim. “I shouldn’t have to be coddled and reminded like a child that this is what I have to do. And that’s what I think a lot of students lack is the -- is the realization that things are expected of you without you realizing it.”
That statement is the crux of this chapter. The more experience you gain with on-campus media or entry-level internships will prepare you for prestigious placements. You’ll understand how the industry works and your role within it. Ibrahim earned his professional status by completing several internships and serving as a producer for the campus TV station. The network’s executives validated his skills. Ibrahim notes how students are expected to decipher their roles and responsibilities within the company.
Yes, these students still sorted mail or answered the occasional phone call. As I mentioned earlier, don’t be above emptying the occasional waste basket-type of work. But they also have work samples at national media outlets. While these positions are paid, the brand on the resume and quality work samples exceeded the value of their paycheck. At the internship site, a context where an intern’s status can be diminished with the label of “intern,” thriving students valued visible representations of their professionalism.
Ibrahim exemplifies how students can progress from campus media to national outlets through dedication and professional growth. But even among standout interns, some individuals demonstrate extraordinary potential. Enter Final Boss Barbara, who represents the pinnacle of intern achievement—what you might call the top 1 percent of intern labor.

The 1 Percent of Intern Labor: Final Boss Barbara
The Final Boss Barbara completed five internships before earning her bachelor’s degree in media studies and production, including an unpaid internship at a local TV station as a freshman where she was offered employment as a producer. Think about that, good citizens: A job offer at a top 30 market, fitting the industry mantra: 30 by 30. Broadcast professionals aim to have their career progress to a top 30 market by age 30. Barbara accomplished this goal as a first-year student when she earned a professional job offer at a regional TV station the summer prior to her sophomore year.
Speed along to her senior year and Barbara was paid to intern at a national TV station in Washington, D.C. Barbara’s prior experience prepared her to immediately contribute “hands-on” professional work at the internship site, deviating from management’s prior conceptions of an intern’s capabilities. Barbara spoke with conviction about her role to contribute professional content at the internship site:
“My second week at (network TV) was the congressional baseball shooting. And I was on the scene of that with them. And we had a client-- either one of the affiliate stations across the country or someone who was paying to try to get us to do a live hit for them and explain what was going on, they had booked a live shot at the same time that they were going to be doing a press conference update,” Barbara said.
“And so obviously we couldn’t have the live hit with the press conference going on the back end, you won’t hear anything. So, my producer sent me to scout a new live position, and we had a second camera, and he had one of the other camera guys that was freelancing go and set up the camera for me. And I was going to have to produce the hit because he couldn’t leave the cue behind. So, I found this location and I had everything set up there and then I moved the correspondent, and we did the live hit. So, after doing that in such a high-pressure situation, (site supervisor) trusted me to a whole day on my own. They got a camera man to come down for the day and I got to produce live productions by myself.”
Barbara represents the ideal intern. She is extremely talented with an excellent work ethic. This is exactly how a young professional should communicate about an assignment. Barbara doesn’t “sound like an intern.” She demonstrates professionalism, recapping a story with industry knowledge to highlight how the organization operates and her role within the department. The media industry recognized Barbara’s potential as a first-year student and she has become a rising star on your national news station.
Students earn freedom to address internship objectives—to work on the projects that benefit their career trajectory rather than mundane assignments. How? By developing their skills at on-campus media and completing several internships. When students failed to understand their roles and responsibilities at the internship site, site supervisors resorted to occupying participants’ time with menial tasks that failed to meet preconceived industry expectations. Take a moment for little self-assessment, good citizens: Are you tracking like Jenna or Barbara? What steps do you need to take to advance to the next level to shed your intern status and earn your paycheck?

Action Steps
	1.
Start with entry-level internships and progress to more prestigious positions. If you invest in creating learning objectives, each internship will build your skills and your understanding of industry expectations.

 

	2.
Develop a strong portfolio. Participate actively in student-run campus media like the TV station, PR agency, radio station, and newspaper. This is a safe space to learn, fail, and build a portfolio. Use your campus media portfolio clips to apply to entry-level internships. Conduct some research to make sure the internship will meet your goals.

 

	3.
Be willing to do menial tasks: Show humility by helping with small administrative tasks but seek balance by self-advocating for meaningful assignments.

 

	4.
Seek feedback and mentorship: Actively ask for constructive criticism to improve your work. Industry professionals are willing to help the next generation of talent, so don’t be afraid to ask for a fresh perspective on your work and advice on your career path.

 





Footnotes
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Abstract
This conclusion chapter recounts the author’s personal journey from a struggling college student to a successful professional, using his experience as a framework to guide aspiring communication majors. It emphasizes the importance of strategic internship choices, self-advocacy, and understanding industry expectations to transition from intern status to valued professional. The chapter concludes with practical advice on networking, skill development, and maintaining a kind, collaborative approach in a competitive field, encouraging readers to take risks and carve out their own career paths.
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Are you the real Brad? Our lovely fumbling protagonist of this story? The slacker who confronted me in a bar about how college was a waste of his paycheck. The goal of this book was to make you think it could be you. To feel vulnerable. Yeah, my current and former students are conjuring a self-assessment: No, we didn’t battle at a bar, but I know he’s profiting off my misery. Confession time, devoted readers: I am the real Brad.
What? Are you telling me an international scholar was once a slacker? Indeed. The confrontation at the bar that night was supposed to be a celebration. It was spring semester of my senior year. While I had to return in the fall for a few credits to graduate that December, I had just completed my capstone course. This was our college’s all-encompassing final class that was designed to demonstrate our talents. Prior to going out to the bar with a few friends to cap the semester, including meeting my construction working friend, I read the notes scribbled in the margin of my capstone research paper from my professor, Dr. James Wallace.
Brad the Writer Needed Improvement
Essentially, Dr. Wallace wrote: The writing for this project is not senior-caliber work. Needs improvement. Honestly, I was devastated. If only Rate My Professor was invented at the time, I could have slaughtered him. Why take responsibility for my own failings when I can lash out at the man providing constructive criticism of my work? I sat at the bar and thought that college was a massive waste of time. I blamed the professors at King’s College. Obviously, it was their responsibility to train me for a professional career, after all. They had failed, it couldn’t have possibly been my fault! But I soon wondered what my role was in this destruction.
It was a massive self-assessment moment. Why did I skip all those course readings? Why didn’t I gain campus media experience? I was asked several times to join the staff of our student newspaper and declined. How naïve? I could have had earned the writing samples I needed for internships, but I was too afraid to try something new. Gulp. I pathetically drank away my sorrows in a bottle of self-pity. A few years later, I spoke with Dr. Wallace about that comment in the margins of my capstone paper. I thanked him for changing my life. That constructive criticism rippled thru my soul that night. When I finally sobered up, I sobered up. I was determined to improve my writing and create a career path.
As I discussed in this book, I focused on securing an internship that was writing intensive. If I was cutting the commercial for my Netflix and chill session, the focus of my seductive advertisement was writing. Journalism and storytelling were the primary skills that would make me a marketable commodity.

A Changed Mentality
The summer between spring and my final semester, I took horror legend and writing guru Stephen King’s advice. If you want to be a better writer, you need to do two things: Read a lot. And write a lot. I was not a very good reader; my weakness was a short attention span. I’d read a page and shift my gaze over to the baseball game on TV. After reading the next few pages, I’d drop the book and pick up a video game controller.
Would I have survived the college workload if doomscrolling was an option? Doubtful. But I put in the effort to develop my reading abilities, and I was soon able to consume many more pages without losing focus. How? I found writers who wrote in my vein. Stephen King. Ernest Hemingway. John Irving. And definitely Hunter S. Thompson. These authors made reading an enjoyable experience. It wasn’t unbearable to crawl through a chapter. After reading more books, I shifted my focus to improving the craft. I loaded up my final fall schedule with strategic classes to improve my writing, adding some weapons to my Iron Man suit.
My focus during my first internship with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins was to write as much as possible and build a portfolio. Thank the Lord for my site supervisor, a recent master’s degree journalism graduate, who invested his time to red ink my lousy first drafts. Again, I didn’t fly off the handles and write an anonymous letter to his boss about mismanagement when he slaughtered my stories. Constructive criticism is a positive, good citizens. It means someone cares and they reward you with advice on how to improve. So, if you read this book, worried you are more Brad than Barbara, the savant intern with a stack of job offers prior to graduation, remember this advice from one of my former mentors at Temple University, Dr. Bruce Hardy: Life is fixable.

Never Too Late to Change Your Career Outcome
Think about my situation, good citizens. I was in my final semester of college with nothing to show for my education. Sound familiar? I was failing college even though I earned a degree. After some honest feedback about my ability, I made strategic decisions that changed the trajectory of my career path.
After interning with the Penguins, I used the new writing samples to secure a second internship with the Office of Public Relations at King’s College. I was nowhere near as polished as Lily, Ibrahim, and Barbara of the communication world; my stories continued to be splattered in red ink. My goal was to revise and learn from my mistakes, eventually earning a full-time job before I walked across stage at commencement.
In sum, in less than one year, I went from a senior who couldn’t produce college graduate-level writing to earning a full-time job before accepting my college diploma. All because I had the courage to be honest with my self-assessment of my professional abilities.
I will not lie and say I wasn’t terrified that summer between my final semesters. Worse, I questioned if I was a marketable commodity. I asked the essential question: Why in the world would someone hire me at this point in my career? I had no idea what I would do for a paycheck. But like Dr. Hardy said: Life is fixable. Regardless of where you stand in your educational journey, you always have time to change your outcome. Allow your career path to unfold before you, thinking and applying some of the lessons you learned from this book.

Book Recap: A Marketable Commodity and Setting Goals
My introduction offered some tips on paying the check with industry credentials, building your resume with campus media portfolio samples to compete in a competitive market, and setting tangible goals. You were cautioned about students like Scott Wasteland who bored hiring managers with archaic stories, trapping them into his time machine, recapping a chapter from an introductory textbook. You learned to be a thriving student like Kat who stays current on industry trends by subscribing to trade publications like PR News and Variety.
I published an academic research paper on trade publications in PR Inquiry.1 What I learned from reading the trades was that management was fed a different narrative about aspiring professional’s foundational skills. Your future internship site supervisor was instructed to think all incoming talent has “digitally-inclined hands.”
Remember: Some professionals think you can create a feature film just because you have a cell phone. However, other stories diminished your skills, arguing newcomers can barely complete administrative tasks (“bitch work”) without constant surveillance. How does conflicting narrative apply to you?

Difficult Conversations: Expectations and Trades
If you read trade articles, you can have an intelligent conversation about expectations with your site supervisor. Discuss how you disagree with a recent trade story that belittled your skills so you can be clear on your strengths with your supervisor. You direct the conversation, and it will positively improve your chances of achieving your learning goals. For example, a PRNEWS story featured a study on the career paths of senior PR executives. The story recounts how senior management executives believe the primary reason PR careers begin to sputter are poor interpersonal skills and lack of understanding of your role.
In fact, as I wrote in Chap. 10, college students may shed their status as interns and earn creative autonomy through an understanding of the implicit and explicit expectations at the work site.2 Therefore, college and universities communication and PR programs should consider providing access to trade publication texts like PRNEWS subscriptions for students to learn the intricacies of the profession. As part of your college education, your department should have the budget for critical industry trade subscriptions.
During your college visits, ask your department chair about the resources available to current students. For my faculty readers: you may consider incorporating analysis of these texts as part of your coursework, considering a primary learning benefit of (unpaid) internships is gaining a better understanding of the industry and workplace dynamics.

Survey the Historical Context: Combatting Interoffice Conflict
Reading the trades could help you avoid conflicts with colleagues. Workplace relationships could be win-win if management mentors you and your fellow aspiring professionals. Remember: Internships are learning opportunities, not free labor, or another set of “digitally-inclined hands” around the office. But consider how you can make this relationship with your supervisor’s reciprocal. In exchange for mentorship, what can you bring to the work site? Could be your social media and digital media training or, at the minimum, some information about trends with your demographic during brainstorming sessions. Take some time before you arrive at the internship and consider how you can add value to the work site, fostering the mentor-mentee networking relationship.
Do you know what you’ll get if you don’t talk to your supervisor about your expectations? Simply, not what you need. So, if you read the trades, some articles instruct management to feed you mundane tasks. Rather than hinder your creative impulses with menial tasks, your work site should empower an entry-level employee to supervise you and your fellow interns to oversee the organization’s digital presence. This win-win relationship gives early career workers management experience while developing your professional skills. After reading the trades, you’ll have a sense of how industry insiders influence young worker’s professional development by defining the intern’s roles and responsibilities.
It is incumbent on the authors of these trade texts to prioritize mentorship and training, envisioning a future that bolsters the PR industry’s image and reputation. Otherwise, trade publications will continue to frame you as administrative cogs in the content production cycle, contributing to global narratives that devalue both financially and professionally intern work. How agencies, corporations, and nonprofits incorporate trade publication texts into actual development programs will dictate whether the industry is laden with unmotivated administrative specialists of “bitch work” or thriving future communication leaders.

Invisible Work Ethic: Networking and Securing References
Your goal is not only securing references but maintaining relationships. This is the human element: give and request updates on life and career. Learn how you can help them before asking what can be done for you. In these chapters, I covered several intern stories, examining how you can benefit from branching out and expanding your networking.
As an intern, do not limit yourself to the department that you were assigned to work. Mingle and meet various people throughout the organization. You never know which role will be the right fit for you. This career path exploration begins on campus. Get out of your dorm and meet people through clubs, join a sorority, and especially, join campus media. After you graduate, you’ll have a massive web of potential contacts who can verify your skills.
As an intern, spend some time shadowing professionals to learn the craft. But you were not selected for this internship to replace the water cooler. You need to contribute professional content, so aim for two weeks max of shadowing. On your first day, meet with your site supervisor to let them know this is your intention; therefore, you demonstrate professionalism by communicating your clear goal of achieving your learning objectives. And now your colleagues will know what to expect of you during the first weeks of joining the corporate culture; they won’t be wondering if you died and refuse to manage the social media platforms.

Red Flag Warning Signs: Administrative Work
Within the text of internship postings, organizations hype how they will train you and provide access to leadership. Sounds lovely, doesn’t it? However, you and your classmates may risk being exploited because the industry is hungry for young workers to offset administrative costs. You are much cheaper labor than a salaried employee, which balances the corporate payroll. That’s why you need to investigate the fine print of internship postings.
As I wrote in Chaps. 6 and 7, some students filed paperwork, answered phones, and other industry-specific mundane tasks. Why would students be subjected to exploitative tasks like sorting mail when they are trying to build a professional portfolio? Self-branding mantras and professionalization mandates create an ideology that argues internships are critical for your future success. Simply, your internship will provide mentors and help you build a portfolio that bolsters your competitive edge on the job market. Staying late, working hard, and proving yourself to be indispensable are among neoliberal directives. You are responsible for career outcome. But the key is your capacity to act within the professional context.
However, some savvy students learned to turn this system to their advantage. Rather than become victims of exploitation, they’ve discovered ways to leverage even administrative-heavy internships—particularly at prestigious companies—into career-advancing opportunities.

Flip the Script: Exploiting the Exploitation Industry
PR and media interns and recent communications graduates were not necessarily concerned with compensation but rather seek internships to exploit the brand recognition of the organization: the logo on your t-shirt, global PR agencies, and media conglomerates. When students reach these elite industries, securing the coveted internship, the game shifts.
Interns were no longer looking to build a portfolio as they had already created plenty of professional samples in prior internships. That was the currency that helped them earn these positions. What did they gain from another internship? Credibility. These interns couldn’t wait to feature these prestigious organizations on their resumes and blast the news to friends and family on their social media platforms.
Interns like Gabrielle were motivated by the employer’s organizational prestige rather than the actual internship experience. These students deliberately sought organizations with industry reputations, such as media conglomerates, TV networks, or professional sports teams. The brand became a source of their employability and validation of professional skillsets, regardless of the fact the internship was disappointing or lacked “hands-on” tasks. Rather than focusing on skill development or gaining a greater understanding of the roles and responsibilities, these participants valued the credential. For example, congratulations, you completed the internship program at Disney. This is a fine talking point with future hiring managers; however, it’s tough to spin the fact that you drove the shuttle between attractions or slung hamburgers.
Self-assessment time, good citizens. Do you want to be among the batch of students who completes an entry-level internship, earning your way to more competitive work sites? If so, be strategic and identify your goals in the learning contract. Have the difficult conversations with your site supervisor for experiences to use certain technology and software. Make these uncomfortable conversations something that you are willing to have in this life.
Are you going to tell me that once you earn the gig, you’ll lack the courage to confront a selfish site supervisor? Your time is valuable. Be a self-advocate for either a paycheck or skills. If they won’t offer a stipend or hourly compensation, demand projects that bolster your portfolio. If they can’t do that for you, bail. Not tomorrow, find a new place to work today. There’s a laundry list of quality work sites with professionals who want to mentor you.

Refining the Brand of You: Professional Transition
After numerous hours completing assignments for campus media, students adopted a mentality that it was critical to transition into a more professional context to enhance their employability prospects. While campus media opened doors, providing excellent samples for your portfolio, the industry doesn’t know how much red ink your supervisor or professor injected on your pages. Industry players want first-hand evidence that this is your talent on display, and not some Frankenstein collection of fellow students and professors’ contributions.
Your reward for producing industry standard content is earning a formal offer for full-time employment from the internship site. But the key is that you should be able to make a choice if you want to continue at the site or apply elsewhere. Some interns were so good at their jobs that they earned job offers at the conclusion of their internship but could not accept because of their class standing; Barbara was entering her sophomore year when she rejected an assistant news director position with a network-affiliated television station. Or, in Marie’s case, she rejected future employment because of a toxic work environment.
Shift the power dynamics, good citizens: When you demonstrate your ability, you decide where you want to work. At the very least, you can be confident that you are a marketable commodity. You won’t have to settle for any first job offer. While you patiently wait to graduate, you’ll be in a position like other thriving students who were in “employment limbo.”
During this time, thriving students worked to maintain relationships with their network to secure additional internships. Some conducted more informational interviews. When you intern, have clear motives: networking, portfolio development, or exposure to the field? Be specific with each internship, setting weekly goals, so you will know if you achieve your optimal outcome.
This is why thriving students recommended doing multiple internships to gain exposure to multiple roles and responsibilities. Like your laundry list of ex-lovers, you get to sample the field to see what you want, fit within a corporate culture, and most importantly, the type of work you want to do with your communication degree.
This is also why you and your professors should be weary of internship statistics used to evaluate internship success; most notably, the percentage of internships that lead to employment or continued service at a corporation. Why did you select this internship? It could be for several reasons, but the choice is ultimately yours if you want to continue. So, employment is an archaic metric of success. As a result, internship evaluators should re-consider outcomes or student satisfaction on career service surveys. Thriving students sought outcomes beyond compensation.
Hanna became an unpaid serial intern seeking professional experience to meet entry-level position requirements. As you read about job and internship postings, these positions include a minimum number of years’ experience. For thriving students like Hanna, internships provide months of professional experience needed to qualify for employment. But be careful here as f firms can take advantage of this asymmetrical power relationship by promoting the association between industry experience and privileged industry access. Is this a fair trade? You earn the brand name on your resume while the organization may save some coin on salary and benefits. I’d argue every time a communication professional accepts unpaid labor, it impacts all of us.
The PR and media industries solicit ideal candidates for entry-level work, extending the duration and intensity of serial intern’s commitment to potentially unpaid positions. In turn, the PR and media industries contribute to the precarious conditions that reproduce power asymmetries over a surplus of eager early career laborers. Here’s the grim reality: Too many interns are willing to accept unpaid work in exchange for experience. If there’s an army of unpaid skilled labor, why should organizations compensate? Don’t be one of the thriving students who accept unpaid work. Respect your professional value.
And you’ll understand exactly your professional currency when you match your skills to the qualifications required for open positions. Ask for hourly compensation. Or even a stipend to cover housing and travel. All they can say is no. Then you have the option to reject the host site.

Elite Graduate Intern: Future Account Managers
Elite agencies no longer want students working part-time during the semester. The focus has shifted to hiring full-time post-graduates. In other words, internships as a bridge to the profession. Over 75 percent of available positions solicit college graduates who can commit to full-time employment. The PR and communication industries are providing young laborers a paid trial period to fill the void between commencement ceremonies and securing full-time employment. In fact, nearly 40 percent of posts preferred applicants to have earned their college degree or graduated; nearly 30 percent of positions required candidates to have prior internship experience, including corporate communication, agency, or related PR internship experiences.
Something to consider, good citizens. This is a tremendous career pathway. With degree in hand, you should consider applying for paid elite agency positions, especially if you have completed two prior internships. While a limited number of firms note “Employment is Not Guaranteed,” these positions are coveted by prospective employees seeking future management or opportunities to develop professional skillsets as technicians. Self-assessment time, good citizens: Are you prepared to become an account manager or skilled technician?
Within the management subset, candidates focus on the strategic campaigns by performing invisible labor in the form of conducting research, monitoring media outlets, and building media lists. While not directly portfolio pieces, this information is critical for developing presentation deliverables for clients.
Recruitment ads for account managers focused on opportunities for communal membership within vibrant creative communities. Here, prospective workers will be trained by award-winning professionals who may support their career goals and help acclimate them into the PR industry. Don’t be fooled by the management moniker. You’ll still need to be passionate about producing content. But you’ll learn more about the strategy involved to hit key target demos, gain access to leadership, and help with brainstorm sessions at meetings. But do your due diligence to investigate these positions before you apply to these fun corporate cultures.
Marion Crain argued firms substitute brand prestige for compensation, industry access, exposure to the field, and networking opportunities.3 Essentially, these organizations and elite agencies know their value. Some companies skip the paycheck because they offer what some may argue has more value: exposure to these fast-paced ground-breaking communication epicenters where you’ll meet the superstars of the profession. While paying for your commute is helpful, are you willing to trade the few grand for insider knowledge?
If your goal is to secure an account management position, interns should highlight soft skills that outline critical thinking ability for strategic projects, organizational or attention to detail for multifaceted campaigns, and interpersonal communication skills demonstrating a willingness to assist in group projects, particularly emphasizing verbal communication abilities. Most importantly, I argue media literacy is the primary differentiator between future technicians and future agency account managers.
What is media literacy? Over 45 percent of agency positions required ideal candidates to analyze, evaluate, and create various forms of communication. How do we demonstrate this knowledge? Subscribe to trades, take journalism courses, and gain experience with your campus and local newspaper. These agencies recruit interns who are storytellers, consume and evaluate news coverage, and identify strategic opportunities with influencers for client campaigns within a changing media landscape. Can you speak intelligently about a strategic approach to gaining publicity for your client? If your supervisor asks for your opinion on how to generate media exposure for a client, what will you say? You should have specifics from reading the trades.
Educate management about the PR News story that connected measurement with outcomes, providing specific examples of how organizations are leveraging TikTok as the new form of broadcast. While you don’t have to have the final script, you should be able to outline an overview of the content that will allow your supervisor to envision it and run with the idea. In terms of skillset, writing and administrative research like media monitoring or creating media lists were the most important industry skills required for account managerial candidates.
While media literacy and strategic thinking are crucial for account managers, agencies also seek candidates with strong technical abilities. These practical skills like graphic design, data analytics, and video editing form the foundation of day-to-day agency work and are essential for both management-track positions and specialized technical roles.

Technician Skillset: Writing, Visual, and Social Media
Auger and Cho’s findings suggested employers wanted to hire graduates with the ability to compose and author materials, the ability to speak in front of people, the ability to work with journalists. Among the desired skills, Auger and Cho’s analysis of PRSA Job Center postings included writing (82.3%), verbal communication (46%), media relations (38.1%), and social media (37.2%).4 While Meganck and colleagues noted social media is a requirement for jobs and call for social media skills of content creation and analytics to be part of the PR curriculum as a standalone course or incorporated into various courses, my research found social media was not an essential task for elite PR agencies.5
Research is divided about how social media managers are compensated. Within Duffy and Schwartz’s study, 65.3 percent of social media positions were unpaid,6 while agency positions within the current study paid candidates in over 82 percent of internships at a rate between $15 and $26 per hour. It is important to note social media management and content creation ranked as the fifth most predominate role within PR agencies. Therefore, while agencies may pay interns and post-graduates, their roles and responsibilities will extend beyond Insta.
In this study on elite agencies, where tens of thousands of applicants compete for open slots, I argue these internships are primarily paid positions for post-graduate professionals with specialized skillsets, including video production, data analytics, and graphic design. As nearly 75 percent of positions required full-time status during the fall and spring semesters, this industry practice may privilege certain candidates who can commit 40 hours of labor and exclude college athletes and other students who may need to complete credits to earn their degree.
The top PR and marketing communications firms recruit technicians who may bolster their professional skillset through a variety of digital and traditional media activities. While they don’t expect you to be experts, you should have a fundamental grasp in these areas when the check comes due when your site supervisor feeds you an assignment. You won’t have time like I did during my campus PR internship to walk down to the bookstore and get a book on Photoshop. Technicians will be expected to contribute immediately at elite agencies.
But the external reward for technicians is a portfolio bursting with work samples, particularly news releases, media advisories, internal newsletters, social media content on a variety of platforms, or a fact sheet. In my research, nearly 75 percent of technician positions desired excellent written communication skills, as well as complimentary technical creative skills, including video production and graphic design with Adobe Creative Suite and industry standard software for media monitoring and media lists like Cison or Sprinklr and Factiva or Edge software, respectively. This isn’t a dealbreaker, but you should be aware that Cison and Meltwater software are typically paid subscriptions like Adobe Cloud.
How will you know what software the agency uses at the office? This is an excellent question to ask during your informational interviews. Find out what software the pros are using at the company where you want to be hired. Research Cison and Meltwater’s websites to see if they have student discounts. More importantly, most have tutorials and training options when you subscribe. This is a worthy investment of your paycheck and an excellent credential on your resume as those industry skills will separate you from the competition on the job market.
The latest report of the Commission on Public Relations Education, Navigating Change: Recommendations for Advancing Undergraduate Public Relations Education, states the major skills practitioners need are writing, communication, and storytelling. In addition, entry-level workers should be critical thinkers who understand data and practice ethical standards.7
In this study, I contend that technicians perform emotional labor as enthusiastic, self-starters who are committed to continuously update their skills. PR and marketing communications firms were seeking a creative independent workforce capable of navigating fast-paced environments by prioritizing multiple projects and meeting strict deadlines.
In other words, agencies desire interns with the capacity for creative autonomy and ability to manage multiple projects without the need for constant supervision. This means they do not have time for lost puppies. Yes, you will be mentored. But thriving interns are well-educated about their roles and responsibilities, producing creative content without the need for micromanagement.
But what about me, Dr. G? I can’t invest 40 hours per week at the office. The good news is that the industry is changing. After the COVID-19 pandemic, PR and communication industries shifted primarily to hybrid work models. But be careful when firms encourage interns to relax, play, and socialize at work. PR and marketing communication agencies pitch corporate cultures as a playground.
This encourages you to stay at the office and work longer hours that may spill into your free time. But you’re not being paid to play beanbags, poker, and socialize. You will be paid to create content on tight deadlines for high-priced client accounts. So, remember the industry isn’t hiring interns. You will immediately shed your intern status as these elite opportunities aim to recruit the next generation of communication professionals.

The Death of Your Intern Status and a Fixable Life
The sad reality of entering the professional world is sacrifices. You might have to miss a birthday party or championship game or hang up your spikes to pursue your career. Do I want to ride the bench as a senior defender for the lacrosse team or intern and progress toward my future dream job? Very tough choices, indeed, good citizens. But remember that you have time to develop your craft and pursue your career, so enjoy campus life.
Life is fixable. If you don’t have the professional experience, yet, you can still improve even after you earned your degree. You still have time to create fresh content as work samples. You still have time to become a stringer or freelance for your local paper to earn clippings. You still have plenty of time to watch YouTube tutorials to learn video editing skills or make a short film. There’s no time limit or ticking clock on becoming a good communication technician.
The final analytical chapter of this book makes the argument that college students shed their professional status as “interns” and earn creative autonomy through an understanding of the implicit and explicit expectations at the work site. Creative autonomy is the freedom to produce content without someone micromanaging you like your helicopter guardians.
Other individuals like Jenna expressed feelings of regret for not subscribing to mantras of an entrepreneurial work ethic, lacked the ability to complete tasks without guidance, committed mistakes at the internship site, and failed to produce a portfolio. I reconnected with Jenna six years after she earned her degree. While she’s not using her advertising degree, she is doing well in the financial sector. Jenna reflected on her time on campus, particularly as a transfer student.
She wished she spent time interrogating potential majors to learn about the various jobs available, recommending multiple internships to learn what you want to do with your career. She was also very self-reflective, wishing she invested more time on campus, trying harder in her courses, networking on campus. She smiled when I told her about the goals for this book, so students like her could have some guidance to steer their careers in the right direction.

Neglected? No. You/They Just Assume You Know What You Should Be Doing
The communication students I spoke with quickly learned the mentored or neglected scenario, specifically through the value these early career workers added at the internship site. A structure exists to excel, but students must demonstrate the capacity to act and develop a foundational knowledge of the roles and responsibilities of the profession. Remember: you will enter the work site at a specific historical context.
You will soon learn which coworkers ended their sordid affair. The Nepotism Nephew who just robbed your site supervisor of a promotion. Industry downsizing is legit. Someone’s best friend could have been fired last week. Now your boss must complete their assignments, too, as well as find time to supervise you. But they shouldn’t have to worry about you. After you observe or shadow professionals for a week, you will be better prepared to produce content.
The key to industry success is knowing what assignment is next without being instructed to do it. Or being ruthlessly selfish to find projects that meet your learning objectives. If someone at the internship site objects, hand them a copy of your learning goals. The document your supervisor signed prior to your start date.
While students may be limited in dictating the terms of internships, thriving students demonstrated real gusto as they pursued career success, thus showing how well students will respond to industry values and expectations. In addition, thriving individuals targeted firms in the hope of a job offer after graduation or what Stephanie Dailey termed identity forecasting, projecting their identities into the future as part of the organization.8
While the pursuit of future employment drove many thriving students’ strategic choices, the immediate rewards of internship experiences proved equally valuable for professional development. These rewards manifested in various forms of industry recognition and skill validation, creating a complex dynamic between ambition and professional affirmation.

Industry Validation of Professional Skills
Your fellow communication majors sought internal immediate rewards of skill acquisition, professional experience, and industry exposure. Adam Arvidsson wrote about an aspect of an individual’s primary motivations for seeking work as “socially recognized self-realization,” where people take pride in their job, but also hope to have their skills recognized by their peers.9 This links back to your days of putting a test on your parent’s fridge. That gold star sticker on your college essay.
In keeping with Arvidsson’s primary motivation for voluntary social production, these students valued opportunities for their skills to be validated by industry professionals. Interns are trained and recruited into professional settings, yet the onus for success is shifted from social structures to individual ambition. How can the intern economy effectively evaluate positive internship outcomes if employment is not the ultimate criteria?
The primary motivation of these students to work for organizations was not driven by compensation or full-time employment. In the TV industry, Ibrahim was paid while our Final Boss Barbara completed an unpaid internship. And some students benefited from internship experiences without obtaining full-time employment offers, including shadowing professionals at the work site, networking, and learning emerging technology. At the same national media outlet Ibrahim generated “hands-on” portfolio samples, including a standup for a breaking news story, another thriving student was paid to answer phones for the midnight shift at the assignment desk.
This experience may be labeled exploitative as the individual essentially replaced a former full-time employee. Yet, this experience can be rationalized as an opportunity to develop soft skills rather than creating portfolio pieces. The assignment desk intern also was responsible for sorting mail. A mundane menial administrative task scholar cited as exploitative intern labor.10 However, this opportunity allowed her to network within the organization, secure a colleague’s recommendation, and earn full-time employment at another company.

Misery Loves Brad’s Company
The goal of this book was to align your goals with these thriving individuals who took accountability and responsibility for the consequences of their career strategy. Interns granted consent to these working conditions and strategically invested in serial internships. Students rationalized disappointing experiences that lacked intrinsic rewards as an investment in their future career. William admitted his desire to complete menial tasks and refused creative projects because he feared his internship work would conflict with coursework. In other words, interns like William are forced to intern to complete degree requirements and contributed the least amount of labor as possible to the work site.
Do you want to be like William? His only goal for interning was to satisfy degree requirements. Does that make sense? How about taking advantage of a local newspaper internship to develop your writing skills? How about shadowing reporters and networking with local government representatives? How about designing the layout for a feature story or other tangible portfolio samples? If you are like William, you face a critical dilemma. You can answer phones and do the minimum at an internship for three months. Or you can be strategically selfish and attempt to meet your own individual career needs.
Aspiring workers absorb the risks of an internship’s temporary status and defer a paycheck in the hope that this labor will enhance their qualifications, carving a path toward full-time employment opportunities. With months remaining in their college careers, some participants were forced to accept any available internship position, some of which were primarily composed of exploitative tasks. Thriving Final Bosses like Ibrahim and Barbara instead navigated the explicit and implicit expectations of the industry, progressing from local to prestigious internships, producing content with autonomy, and discarding their status as interns.
Interns who understand the implicit and explicit industry expectations benefited from creative autonomy. Thriving students add value by showcasing professional skills that meet industry standards. However, it is incumbent upon universities to be good stewards on intern labor, inspecting internship postings for exploitative practices, and training students to critically understand their roles and expected responsibilities as workers in the intern economy.

Farewell, Good Citizens
The final advice in this book is from my parents. My dad, Louie’s advice was to have the courage to pursue new opportunities. He said, “All they can say is no.” Try to secure your dream job informational interviews. What’s the worst that can happen? All they can say is no. Should you apply for that prestigious internship? All they can say is no. And while you compete for prestigious positions and make a name for yourself in this industry, follow my mom’s advice.
My mother Barbara said, “it costs you nothing to be kind.” I wrote this book because I wanted to be kind and to help my fellow Brad-like students make a radical career adjustment before they failed college even if they earned their college degree. To help fellow communication majors have a fighting chance to find meaningful work.
If you take any advice in this book, take my mom’s advice and be kind to the people you meet as your career unfolds. Extend a friendly hand to your classmates. This isn’t a zero-sum game. If a classmate is struggling, take a few minutes to show them their mistakes, and help them improve their craft. Our communication profession galvanizes if we unite.

Action Steps
	1.
Review the action steps in this book. How many did you skip due to fear? Risk over regrets, good citizens. Be bold and great things will await you, but you must be a self-advocate to achieve your goals. Go back and complete all your missing action steps.

 

	2.
Follow my mom’s advice: it costs you nothing to be kind. Reach out to someone in your class who is struggling. Be the support system they need to succeed in this industry. Guide them through a project. It’s never too late or early to be someone’s mentor.

 

	3.
Take my dad’s advice: All they can say is no. If you get one life, why waste this golden opportunity fearing the unknown? Take a risk to carve out your career path. Apply for that fellowship, internship, dream job position, or elite graduate school. Doing what you love will always be better than working a job you hate.

 

	4.
Did you follow my advice throughout this book? If so, I’d love to hear from you, good citizens. Shoot me an email at giombonij@susqu.​edu and let me know about your victories and challenges. Good luck, future thriving students.

 





Footnotes
1Giomboni, J. (2024). A political economy of communication analysis of PRNEWS: Intern status, skills, and conflict within the public relations industry. Public Relations Inquiry. DOI: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​2046147X24126696​3

 

2Giomboni, J. (2024). Early Career Workers Granted Creative Autonomy: Agency Shifts Intern Debate Toward Industry Expectations. Journal of Education and Work. DOI: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13639080.​2024.​2335470

 

3Crain, M. (2016). Consuming Work. In Crain M., Poster W., & Cherry M. (Eds.), Invisible Labor: Hidden Work in the Contemporary World (pp. 257–278). Oakland, California: University of California Press.

 

4Auger, G. A., & Cho, M. (2016). A comprehensive analysis of public relations curricula: Does it matter where you go to school, and is academia meeting the needs of the practice? Journalism & Mass Communication Educator, 71, 50–68.

 

5Meganck, S., Smith, J., & Guidry, J.P.D. (2020). The skills required for entry-level public relations: An analysis of skills required in 1000 PR job ads. Public Relations Review, 46, 101973.

 

6Duffy, B. E. & Schwartz, B. (2017). Digital “women’s work?”: Job recruitment ads and the feminization of social media employment. New Media & Society, 20(8), 2972–2989. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1461444817738237​.

 

7Commission on Public Relations Education (2023, November). Navigating Change: Recommendations for Advancing Undergraduate Public Relations Education. Retrieved from http://​www.​commissionpred.​org/​wp-content/​uploads/​2023/​10/​CPRE-50th-Anniversary-Report-FInal-Final.​pdf

 

8Dailey, S. L. (2016). What Happens Before Full-Time Employment? Internships as a Mechanism of Anticipatory Socialization, Western Journal of Communication, 80(4), 453–480, DOI: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​10570314.​2016.​1159727

 

9Arvidsson, A. (2008). The ethical economy of customer coproduction. Journal of Macromarketing, 28(4), p. 326–338.

 

10Corrigan, T. (2015). Media and Cultural Industries Internships: A Thematic Review and Digital Labor Parallels. tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique. Journal for a Global Sustainable Information Society, 13(2), 336–350.

 


Index1

A

	Academic preparation	course selection19, 79, 86, 87, 93
	electives86, 89, 105
	journalism classes87, 89
	liberal arts education86


	Account management	creative autonomy104, 131
	role and responsibilities97, 98, 107
	strategic planning104
	transition from technician99


	Agency culture	corporate structure98, 99
	dress code57
	work environment98
	work-life balance90



C

	Campus media	networking opportunities31, 37, 38
	portfolio development31, 33, 36, 39
	radio station29, 34, 35, 37–39
	student newspaper29–32, 39
	television station29, 36, 38


	Career development	goal setting18, 27
	informational interviews53–63
	networking42, 44, 45, 49, 54, 55, 58, 62
	personal branding43, 44, 44n5, 48
	professional references42


	Career paths	broadcast journalism109
	public relations80, 102
	sports media81
	technician vs. management100


	Communication industry	agency recruitment80, 84
	entry-level positions80, 83, 85, 86, 88
	job market trends10
	sector specialization103


	Creative autonomy104, 131

D

	Digital skills	Adobe Creative Suite85, 92, 105
	Cision92, 93
	Meltwater93
	social media analytics88
	Sprinklr92



E

	Employment preparation	interview preparation55, 62
	resume building4, 6–9, 12
	work samples39



F

	First internship	observation period121
	professional etiquette117
	shadowing122, 124
	site selection115



G

	Grade point average (GPA)	importance in hiring21
	myths and realities21–22



I

	Industry sectors	entertainment104
	healthcare102
	sports102
	technology101


	Industry skills	data analytics86, 88, 104, 105
	graphic design80, 85, 86, 88, 89, 91, 93
	media literacy96, 105, 108–109
	social media management93
	video production89
	writing85–88, 90, 92, 93


	Internships	entry-level113, 119, 124, 125
	expectations116, 128, 128n1
	prestigious placements115
	progression119
	site selection115


	Invisible labor	networking67
	portfolio development71
	skill development70



J

	Job applications	application materials6
	interview questions55, 57–59, 63
	portfolio presentation46, 48, 51
	qualification requirements80, 89–91



L

	Learning objectives	contract development114, 118
	goal setting27
	skill acquisition118
	supervisor expectations114, 121



M

	Media literacy	industry knowledge98
	trade publications9, 10, 97


	Media production	audio editing33
	photography86, 89, 91
	video editing88, 89, 92, 93
	visual storytelling85


	Mentorship	faculty relationships20
	industry professionals54
	peer mentoring37
	site supervisors119



N

	Networking	informational interviews54, 55, 58, 62
	maintaining relationships44
	professional connections45, 54, 62



P

	Portfolio development	campus media samples36, 39
	internship work88–90, 114, 118
	writing samples88


	Professional advancement	career progression100
	leadership development105
	promotion paths105
	skill development88


	Professional brands	digital presence45
	LinkedIn profile44, 49
	personal website50, 51
	social media presence44, 45, 48, 49, 51


	Professional development	mentorship103
	soft skills105
	technical skills85, 88, 92


	Public relations	agency structure98
	client work96, 105, 106
	industry expectations80



R

	Red flags	administrative tasks83–84
	unpaid work83


	Research skills	data analysis86
	industry research55–57, 60, 62, 63
	media monitoring84, 92
	target audience analysis109



S

	Self-advocacy	learning objectives121
	negotiating assignments119


	Social media	content creation92
	management tools92
	platform expertise81, 92, 93


	Soft skills	communication ability96, 97, 104, 105
	interpersonal skills96, 104, 105
	leadership potential105
	time management91


	Student media	campus newspaper29–32, 39
	PR agency31, 33, 38
	radio broadcasting39
	TV production39



T

	Technical skills	Adobe Creative Suite85, 92
	data analytics86, 88
	video editing88, 89


	Trade publications	industry knowledge10
	professional development6
	staying current10, 108



W

	Work samples	client projects89
	news releases81, 91, 92
	portfolio development36, 39
	social media content90, 92


	Writing skills	journalism fundamentals87
	portfolio development88
	professional standards88



Footnotes
1Note: Page numbers followed by ‘n’ refer to notes.

 

OEBPS/images/626979_1_En_1_Chapter/626979_1_En_1_Figc_HTML.png
digital skills
- Alittle photo shop
- Photographing
Hobbies
| like playing football and baseball
- like watch the eagles

Figh school leadershin
e 7 e e n esrg B e
L L T

4 was 2 mater of some Oy

Vothatee wgorsse o v ae “ow bl Caet o @ g et @

+ ey ey T8

'WORK EXPERIENCE

o8/202-PEsENT o e M

SALES ASSOOATE. OF 4 v\, SOUTOLE
" Objective
ey e e e g eI
. :""'.:':""' o Have animportant role in a company
' EssentalDigitalSkills

L SRS )

- J— o Working bnowiedys of e 0

o e —g— o Pt - Mt e

—— ’----—ﬂil
Ny — o Profce » Adute Ceatve Sute
Ersawy P e w— ¢t @ twred

PP S - S—-—ay






OEBPS/images/626979_1_En_BookFrontmatter_Figa_HTML.png
p3algrave
macmillan





OEBPS/images/978-3-032-01478-8_CoverFigure.jpg
oalgraverpivot

Thriving as a
Communication or

PR Major

Navigating the Hidden
Path to Industry Success

Joseph Giomboni

palgrave
macmillan





OEBPS/css/sidebar.gif





OEBPS/images/626979_1_En_1_Chapter/626979_1_En_1_Figa_HTML.png
Il

“’I

—— oapc. .~
o
[
—_ -
. - ——
- Show e et e g -
Piem e et
A v e
-
—a ——
e e e pe—
e -
- - — — s s s i e o s g e
s b St
- Sy e, Sk, PAISIG) oans
o - —
o ot v s
L —— ——
e e e
—_— i
- e
L et———
— - e bl : — -
o - N )
— e —






OEBPS/navigation.xhtml

    
      Contents





		Thriving as a Communication or PR Major


		Acknowledgments


		Contents


		1. Don’t Fail College Before You Earn Your Degree


		Bar Fight: Brad Confronts His Former Professor


		Filtering Through Resume Slush Piles


		Becoming a Marketable Commodity: Craft Your Resume


		Building Campus Connections


		Invest in Trade Publications


		Scott Wasteland’s Failed Interview


		Fake It Disaster Stories


		Overview of Upcoming Chapters


		Action Steps








		2. Breaking the GPA Illusion: A Roadmap to Real College Success


		Meet Barbara’s Henchman: Lily the Writer


		Armani Suits: Rich Campus Experience


		The GPA Myth(s)


		GPA Gatekeepers


		Elizabeth Makes Some Friends


		A Game Plan to Achieve Your Goals


		End Game: Your Competition’s Action Plan


		Confidential: Lily’s Writing Goal Outline


		Action Steps








		3. Start Early, Start Small: Thriving Through Campus Media


		The Reality of Getting Started


		Confronting Fear: You Do Not Need Experience


		Campus Media: Multidisciplinary Sanctuary


		Patience: Develop Your Craft


		Confronting Misconception: (Un)Restricted Skillset


		You Are Not Alone: Onboarding


		Learning the Ropes: Shadowing and Mentorship


		Campus Setting, Industry Structure


		Action Steps








		4. Crafting Your Professional Brand: Turning College Experiences into Career Currency


		The Brand of You


		Invisible Labor in Career Development


		Professional Foundation: Leveraging Campus Media Experiences


		Transitioning from Student to Professional


		Selecting Internships for Brand Value


		Learning Industry Insights Through Internships


		Maximizing Your Internship: Networking and Building Connections


		Flipping Internships into Career Opportunities


		Action Steps








		5. Breaking into Your Dream Industry: The Informational Interview Playbook


		Take Massive Swings: All Current Industry Professionals Can Say Is “No”


		Preliminary Research


		Invade Enemy Lines: Why You Should Meet on Their Turf


		Crafting Your Interview Guide


		The Role of Conversation


		Industry Consumption Habits


		That’s a Wrap: Don’t Overstay Your Welcome


		Action Steps


		Appendix: Email Template








		6. Hidden Hustle: The Invisible Work Behind Career Success


		This Mission Is Not Impossible: Securing References


		Quinn Floods Her Network with Information


		Goal: Industry Insiders Validate Your Communication Skillsets


		Hit the Brakes and Shadow Industry Professionals


		Radio Silence: Scarlett Transitions into a Professional Journalist


		Industry Credentials Trumps Compensation?


		Interning to Secure Professional References


		Action Steps








		7. Decoding Elite Agency Internship Ads: Technician Skills, Expectations, and Red Flags


		Beyond Media Representations of Work: The Daily Grind


		Professional Tinder: Terms and Conditions


		Menial Administrative Tasks


		Self-Assessment Time: Are You Tracking as a Technician or Future Manager?


		Industry Skills You Need to Succeed


		Stringers and Sports: Being Paid to Develop Your Writing Skills


		Strategic Coursework to Meet Industry Expectations


		Key Qualifications for Future Technicians


		Bread and Butter: Social Media Savvy and Event Planning


		Action Steps








		8. The Art of Agency Ascension: Your Guide to Prepare for PR Management Roles


		Student Perspective of Beneficial Internships


		The Corporate Ladder: Graduating from Technicians


		We Want You… To Work For Free! How Agencies Solicit Talent


		Authentic Experiences: The Fine Print of Management Postings


		Future Manager Matchmaking: Meet Your Mentors


		Coursework Prep for Future Management


		Agency Pay, Timeframe, and Soliciting Talent


		Agency Sales Pitch: Work with the Biggest Brands


		Essential Skills and Agency Role Clarity


		Future Management Superpower: Media Literacy


		Action Steps








		9. Avoiding Underemployment: Maximizing Experience in an Imperfect World


		Strategically Selfish Intern Labor: Planned Outcomes


		Jenna’s First Internship Blues: Wasted Opportunity


		No Position to Make Demands: Be Flexible on Assignments


		Benefits of Professional Experience


		Industry Jargon: Skills Applied Within Sectors


		Training Not Guaranteed


		Brad Track: Aimless Office Interns


		Historical Context: Insert Intern into Tornado


		Action Steps








		10. Shedding Intern Status: “They Assume I Know What I’m Doing”


		Shoot Your Shot


		Industry Expectations: Things Are Expected of You (Without You Even Knowing It)


		Prepared for Battle: Your Advanced Employment Competition


		Adapt to Supervisor’s Managerial Style


		Final Boss: Ibrahim


		The 1 Percent of Intern Labor: Final Boss Barbara


		Action Steps








		11. Conclusion: An Intern’s Death—The Self-Advocate’s Guide to Professional Success


		Brad the Writer Needed Improvement


		A Changed Mentality


		Never Too Late to Change Your Career Outcome


		Book Recap: A Marketable Commodity and Setting Goals


		Difficult Conversations: Expectations and Trades


		Survey the Historical Context: Combatting Interoffice Conflict


		Invisible Work Ethic: Networking and Securing References


		Red Flag Warning Signs: Administrative Work


		Flip the Script: Exploiting the Exploitation Industry


		Refining the Brand of You: Professional Transition


		Elite Graduate Intern: Future Account Managers


		Technician Skillset: Writing, Visual, and Social Media


		The Death of Your Intern Status and a Fixable Life


		Neglected? No. You/They Just Assume You Know What You Should Be Doing


		Industry Validation of Professional Skills


		Misery Loves Brad’s Company


		Farewell, Good Citizens


		Action Steps








		Index1





    
    
      Landmarks


      
        		Cover


        		Title Page


        		Copyright Page


        		Acknowledgments


        		Table of Contents


        		Start of Content


        		Index


      


    
    
      Pages


      
        		vii


         		viii


         		1


         		2


         		3


         		4


         		5


         		6


         		7


         		8


         		9


         		10


         		11


         		12


         		13


         		14


         		15


         		17


         		18


         		19


         		20


         		21


         		22


         		23


         		24


         		25


         		26


         		27


         		28


         		29


         		30


         		31


         		32


         		33


         		34


         		35


         		36


         		37


         		38


         		39


         		40


         		41


         		42


         		43


         		44


         		45


         		46


         		47


         		48


         		49


         		50


         		51


         		53


         		54


         		55


         		56


         		57


         		58


         		59


         		60


         		61


         		62


         		63


         		65


         		66


         		67


         		68


         		69


         		70


         		71


         		72


         		73


         		74


         		75


         		76


         		77


         		78


         		79


         		80


         		81


         		82


         		83


         		84


         		85


         		86


         		87


         		88


         		89


         		90


         		91


         		92


         		93


         		94


         		95


         		96


         		97


         		98


         		99


         		100


         		101


         		102


         		103


         		104


         		105


         		106


         		107


         		108


         		109


         		111


         		112


         		113


         		114


         		115


         		116


         		117


         		118


         		119


         		120


         		121


         		122


         		123


         		124


         		125


         		127


         		128


         		129


         		130


         		131


         		132


         		133


         		134


         		135


         		136


         		137


         		139


         		140


         		141


         		142


         		143


         		144


         		145


         		146


         		147


         		148


         		149


         		150


         		151


         		152


         		153


         		154


         		155


         		156


         		157


         		158


       
      


    
  

OEBPS/images/626979_1_En_1_Chapter/626979_1_En_1_Figb_HTML.png
o

Son






OEBPS/css/envelope.png





