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From the CPRE: 
 

The CPRE’s Fast Forward Report, published in 2017, recommended the Commission increase 
its efforts to bring educators and industry leaders together for their mutual benefit and that 

of the profession overall.  Thus, the CPRE Industry/Educator Summits were established to 
provide opportunities for leading public relations educators and professionals to generate 
and share insights and develop recommendations that will positively impact student 

preparation and programs, as well as employer expectations and training/orientation 
activities.   
 

Educator and industry discussion groups at CPRE Summits address a variety of critical issues 
and what those issues mean to the success of both public relations education and the 

industry. While diversity, ethics, writing and online education have been part of recent 

sessions, amid a continuing pandemic and racial reckoning, 2021 Summit discussions 
centered on how these significant societal forces are impacting public relations education, 
the profession, students and practitioners. 

 
Capturing this moment in time, CPRE’s 2021 Summit theme was “The Three Rs: Resilience, 

Resourcefulness and Reform-Mindedness.” Abiding by COVID-19 restrictions, the 2021 

Summit featured three virtual gatherings with leading educators and professionals invited to 
share their insight and experience. A fourth virtual session was held with leading public 
relations students and new professionals. The small groups, held in late August and early 

September, inspired authentic conversation and important insights that are consequential 

for today and the future. 
 

We thank the Summit Committee members, and particularly Kathleen Rennie, PhD, APR, 
Fellow PRSA, Associate Professor and Marketing Department Chairperson, New Jersey City 
University School of Business, who led the effort, for this significant body of work and their 

time to make it happen.  
 
 

Regards, 
 

The Commission on Public Relations Education Co-Chairs 

 
Anthony D’Angelo, APR, Fellow PRSA             
Professor of Practice, Director, Master’s Program, Communications Management 

Syracuse University Newhouse School of Public Communications 
 

Stacey Smith, APR, Fellow PRSA    

Senior Counsel & Partner 
Jackson, Jackson & Wagner 
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Special Thanks: 
 
We offer special thanks to four Summit moderators who shared their time to lead each 

session.  They expertly engaged participants and drew forth meaningful outcomes. Thank 
you: Anthony D’Angelo, APR, Fellow PRSA, Professor of Practice, Syracuse University 
Newhouse School of Public Communications; Torod Neptune, Senior Vice President & Chief 

Communications Officer, Medtronic; David Brown, Temple University Diversity Advisor to the 
Office of the Dean at the Klein College of Media and Communication, and Assistant Professor 
in the Department of Advertising and Public Relations; and Joe Clarkson, Brand Manager, 

DIAGEO. 
 

In addition, we thank the talented, generous, well-networked and hardworking 2021 CPRE 

Summit Organizing Committee, which included Kathleen Rennie, Judy Phair, Bruce Berger, 
David Brown, Alisa Agozzino, Jennifer Lawson, and Sabrina Browne. The team worked 
together to develop the format, recruit and invite participants, write the theme and 

questions, and secure approvals for report content.  
 

Finally, we are grateful to IPR for transcribing the sessions and to Kathleen Rennie for 

organizing, writing and editing this report. 
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Key Learnings 
 
Due to pandemic restrictions, the 2021 CPRE Industry/Educator Summit took the form of four small 
group virtual sessions. Four outstanding moderators led engaging discussions with leading educators 

and professionals about public relations education and the public relations industry at a 
transformative time. A bonus session with students and new professionals shined a light on the 
perspectives of the profession’s rising stars. Each session generated important outcomes and insight, 
with the following 10 key learnings and opportunities for more discussion, research and 

advancement: 
 

1. Focus on a potential new hires’ ability to be flexible, adaptable, empathetic, build 

relationships, and have a point of view. The challenges of the last two years have moved these 
elements to the top of the list of reasons people get hired.  

2. Listen carefully and empathetically. “Empathy about everything…from racial inequity to 

how the pandemic is impacting us” was cited as central to reform-mindedness and to “doing 
the job of a public relations professional well.” 

3. Ensure that (paid) virtual internships continue to be created and offered. Virtual internships 

gave students from beyond the “30-mile radius” of corporate offices and agencies the 
opportunity to gain experience. They also helped diversify public relations teams. 

4. Address the “social capital gap” often faced by first-generation college students who do not 
have already-established connections to professionals or mentors or family members in the 

public relations business. The pandemic widened this gap. 
5. Pay special attention to purpose. Make sure employees know “what we stand for here and 

what will we never stand for.”  

6. Continue to use the tools that during the pandemic allowed for quicker communication and 

connection between students and faculty members and between rising professionals and 
leadership.  

7. Advance student mentorship programs at universities and via online platforms, encourage 
professionals to mentor students and junior staff members. Students thrive through 
connections with leaders in the industry of all backgrounds. It is vital for students to “see 

people like themselves who are successful and hear from industry leaders saying that we 

value you, we want you.” 
8. Keep connections between universities and industry strong. Universities need more and 

more diverse mentors, paid internship opportunities, and guest speakers.  

9. Advocate student participation in PRSSA, which continues to be viewed by top students and 
new professionals as a “game changer” for making connections with professionals, gaining 

capabilities and skills, and developing an international network of colleagues. The isolation of 

the pandemic underscored the value of the organization to those engaged with it. 
10. Communicate the value of resources like the Certificate in Principles of Public Relations and 

the Agency-Ready Certificate, as well as certifications from Hootsuite, Adobe, LinkedIn and 

more that enhance resumes and portfolios. 
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Session Highlights 
 

Summit I 
 

Moderator: 
 

Anthony D’Angelo, APR, Fellow PRSA, Professor of Practice, Director, Master’s Program in 
Communications Management, Syracuse University Newhouse School of Public 
Communications 

 

Participants: 
 

Elina Erzikova, Ph.D., Professor of Public Relations at Central Michigan University 
 
Ron Fuchs, APR, Communications Consultant 

 
Mark Harris, Global Communications Advisor to Xero 

 

Jin-Ae Kang, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Communication at East Carolina University 
 
Juan Meng, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Public Relations at the University of Georgia 

 

Matt Ragas, Ph.D., Associate Professor in the College of Communication at DePaul University  
 

Hongmei Shen, Ph.D., APR, Professor and Public Relations Emphasis Head in the School of 
Journalism & Media Studies at the San Diego State University 
 

Chang Wan Woo, Ph.D., Associate Professor in the School of Communication Studies at James 
Madison University 
 

Resilience 
 

Summit I began with a discussion about how students are testing and stretching their 

resilience muscles in the classroom and in internships in challenging times. Educators 
stressed that students were quick to engage in the fully digital environment during the 
pandemic and rapidly found ways to stay connected to one another. Students were described 

as “very adaptable to new environments,” showing “more resilience than some of us may 
have given them credit for prior to the pandemic.” While some educators were hesitant to say 

that the quality of students work improved during the pandemic, they largely agreed that 

students creatively approached the virtual learning and engagement.  
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The virtual environment made campaign classes with real-world clients and internships 
particularly difficult. Just as in the workplace, conducting research for campaigns requires 
“more follow-up, multiple interactions, and continual outreach” from clients who themselves 

were stressed, forcing students to learn to be more “flexible and patient.” In the beginning of 
the pandemic, many internships were pulled back, as firms and companies took time to 

regroup and reimagine their internship programs. 

Summit I participants noted that as the pandemic 
wore on, internship and entry-level opportunities 
went through several phases. In the beginning of 

the pandemic, students were discouraged to hear 

about very talented new professionals/young 
alumni who were furloughed and laid off. As more 

workplaces moved online, those in mid-career 
“embraced the remote environment.” Those who 
had just started working or started their career 

remotely were “concerned” and often “did not 
have the mentoring and support” they needed. 
 

Faculty members teaching first-time college students emphasized that the virtual 
environment added to the already formidable challenges faced by these students. The 

pandemic added to many first-gen students’ responsibilities at home to work and/or assist 

with care/tutoring of siblings. Summit I participants discussed the widening of the “social 
capital gap.” Educators urged agencies and organizations that are pushing for more inclusive 
practices to think about how to better reach and support less privileged and first-gen 

students who have been significantly impacted by the pandemic. They also urged 
mentorships, which “usually occur in internship programs, but were less available during the 

pandemic.” Summit I participants encouraged senior-level practitioners to mentor students 

(and particularly students with smaller networks) as part of corporate culture and to expect 
those at junior-levels to mentor students and young professionals. 

 

“I think that sometimes we 

lay things out so clearly to 
students, with precise 

steps to follow. So, it was 
interesting to see them 
being able to be agile and 

adaptable.” 

- Dr. Matt Ragas 
 

 

“Adding the digital 

component to the group 
dynamics and then running 

projects actually opened a 
new door for us in the 
learning process.” 

- Dr. Jin-Ae Kang 

“I was amazed at my 

students’ ability to 

approach situations. I 
would not say they 

completely overcame the 
hurdle of the pandemic, 
but they were very creative 

in their approaches to 

dealing with it.” 

- Dr. Chang Wan Woo 

“When internships were pulled, it 
was a great disappointment for 
students and contradicted what we 

teach in the classroom. We teach 
students to be adaptable, to be 

change agents and entrepreneurial. 

And then so many were told that 
remote interns were not accepted.” 

- Dr. Elina Erzikova 
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Professionals participating in Summit I noted several ways the virus and racial reckoning 
impacted the industry. The pandemic demanded flexibility, as many organizations moved 

major meetings, events and activities that contribute to the bottom line. Participants were 
pleased to see how open people who “have operated in the same way for years were and are 

willing to do new and different things.” And the racial reckoning created much more attention 

to “doing the right things authentically.”  
 

 
 

 

 

“Many university students have 
already-established 

connections to professionals or 
mentors or family members in 
the public relations business. 

No matter what happens, these 

students find a way to connect 
and develop their careers. But 

there is another group that is 
struggling without networks 
and the isolation resulting from 

the pandemic made the gap 
bigger.”  

- Dr. Jin-Ae Kang  
 

 

 
 

 
“These students 
already experience a lot 

and with the pandemic 

and racial reckoning, 
they were hit 

particularly hard.”  

- Dr. Hongmei Shen  

 

“The double pandemic — 
the virus and racial 

reckoning — really pushed 
us as educators and 
practitioners, and 

especially leaders, to think 

about those 
underprivileged and those 

first-generation students 
not just in our classroom 
but also on the way to 

joining the profession.” 

- Dr. Juan Meng 

“The racial reckoning was and is 
recognized by companies all around 

the world. And it is not just driven by 

business, but the desire to do what is 
right for society.”  

– Ron Fuchs 

“We are seeing a test of the business 
community and business leadership — and 

the test is coming from inside because 

there is a shift in expectations in the 
people we employ, and their desire to — 
not necessarily find their purpose at work 

— but at least know that the place where 

they work has a purpose that is more than 
the balance sheet. They want to know 

what we stand for, and what will we never 
stand for.” 

 - Mark Harris 
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Resourcefulness 
 

As Summit I turned to resourcefulness, the discussion focused on how the industry is 

affording resources to adapt to changes and how the double pandemic — the virus and the 
racial reckoning — is shaping resourcefulness in the industry and at colleges and universities. 

Professionals noted the increased availability of online training and technology support for 
new employees as well as more resources for team building and forming relationships. 
Participants agreed that students need to get more comfortable with research, data and 

analytics as well as “the language of business.” If students are going to contribute to strategic 
decision-making they need to access resources that will help them develop understanding 
and capability in these areas. Educators expressed a sense of concern for students needing to 

gain hands-on experience as remote working continues and stressed the need for 
organizations and agencies to be very intentional in welcoming first-gen students and 

students of color. 

 

 
 
Students seeking resources to help them prepare for the workplace continue to earn 

educator- and practitioner-endorsed opportunities through PRSSA chapters. All participants 
shared their belief that PRSSA is a leading resource for connecting students to professionals, 

networking opportunities, mentors, scholarships, and leadership experience. Particularly 

important are student-run firms and opportunities to meet with new pros from PRSA 
chapters.  
 

 

“Our first-generation students, who are also a lot of times 

our students of color, don’t always feel super welcome on 
in-house or agency teams. And this has not become easier 

for them in fully remote environments. Unless there is 

some serious intentionality by supervisors and managers 
to have hearts of mentors and teachers, I worry about the 
cycle continuing.”  

 - Dr. Matt Ragas 
 

“I am a big believer in PRSA. I am also 

a big believer in IABC and Women in 
Communications, which also have 
student organizations. I tell students 

not to limit themselves to one 
student organization. Look [to] 

what’s right for you.” 

- Ron Fuchs 

“PRSSA brings a lot of value. In terms 

of certificates, it can be a bit hard to 
prepare students for them if you are 
not getting support from your 

department. The department has to 
be really committed to doing those 

kinds of things.” 

- Dr. Chang Wan Woo 
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Credentialing was also noted as an important resource that more and more students are 

pursuing and that more employers are noticing. Educators noted that students on many 

campuses are earning the Certificate in Principles of Public Relations, the Agency-Ready 
Certificate and certificates from platforms like Hootsuite, Google and more. Practitioners 

noted that while a student’s readiness for the job must be complete, they are also looking for 
distinction on the human/personal level. Employers are looking to be “lit up” in interviews, by 
students who are as “memorable” for their “point of view” as they are well-credentialed. “We 

are looking to be persuaded that someone will be a good fit and have a positive impact in 
workgroups.” 
 

Reform-Mindedness 
 

The final element of Summit I was a discussion about the industry’s focus on reform as well as 

how colleges and universities can enhance reform-mindedness among students. More diverse 
voices are being heard across the industry and professionals noted the need for students and 
entry-level employees who can enter into the conversation in meaningful ways. Participants 

also discussed increased opportunities now available for dialogue and for people to 

challenge one another in safe settings – and the need for more. 
 

         

“Recent events have really highlighted 

the things we already knew the industry 
struggled with. Students in our 

underprivileged groups now have more 

encouragement and hope. They see 
they will have a brighter future because 
the profession is moving forward and 

considering their needs, considering 
their struggles, considering the 

importance of their contribution and 

their diverse perspectives to enrich the 
profession.” 

- Dr. Juan Meng 

 

 
"Organizations may have had the 

opportunity to opt out of some of these 

topics when the priority was clearly the 
investor value proposition in the 
commercial world, but that's becoming 

less available to businesses, in part due 
to the expectations of employees.” 

 

- Mark Harris 
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The discussion on reform-mindedness led 
participants to the importance of critical 

thinking – the “actual method of better 

thinking to get to better decisions on behalf 
of our clients or the organization that we 
work for.” The “highest order of our public 

relations role is advisory” and students must 

learn and practice critical thinking. They 
must be able to “mount a case” and “build 

an argument for a program or a policy position on something more societal than the next 
product release or something of that nature.” Academic institutions were urged to spend 
more time on instilling the discipline of critical thinking in the classroom, as “those students 

that have it will be differentiated and will be more on the distinct end of the spectrum.” 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

“If the industry wants to really meet, 

welcome, and engage this generation of 
reform-minded graduates, the industry 

should stay close to us and be involved 
and be engaged with our students 
constantly — entering the classroom, 

guest speaking, supervising projects 

and being mentors.” 
 

 - Dr. Elina Erzikova 
 

 

“We need reformed mindedness in our 

industry. We need students who are 
going to really challenge us and who are 

not risk-averse and who are willing to 
speak up and stand up. I think that's 
where we have to go because change is 

not going to happen from the 

boardroom, it's going to happen from 
the hiring process.” 

- Ron Fuchs 

“I challenge students to think beyond the 
headlines — which some take for granted. 

Verify the information, verify the facts and 
think about the research design that has 
led to the findings.” 

- Dr. Hongmei Shen 
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Summit II 
 
Moderator: 
 
Torod Neptune, Senior Vice President & Chief Communications Officer, Medtronic 

 

Participants: 

 
Chike Anyaegbunam, Ph.D., Professor and Chair of the Department of Integrated Strategic 
Communication in the University of Kentucky College of Communication and Information 

Kenon A. Brown, Ph.D., Associate Professor and Reese Phifer Fellow, Advertising and Public 

Relations; and Programming Director, Alabama Program in Sports Communication 

Hua Jiang, Ph.D., Associate Professor in the Public Relations Department of the Newhouse 

School at Syracuse University 

Diana Littman, Chief Executive Officer, MSL Group 

Konajilo Loseni Barrasso, Executive Vice President at WE Communications 

Dean E. Mundy, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Public Relations and Director of the Public 
Relations Sequence at the University of Oregon 

Scott Vazin, Group Vice President, Chief Communications Officer, Toyota Motor North 

America, Inc.  

Jae-Hwa Shin, Ph.D., Professor of Public Relations at the University of Southern Mississippi 

 

Resilience 
 

Summit II kicked off with a conversation about the “enormous resourcefulness” exhibited by 
public relations students, faculty, interns and professionals during the pandemic in dealing 
with what “they could not have predicted and that was very different from the in-person 

environment.” While some students had previously taken online classes, “students and 
faculty were not quite ready for the sudden and unexpected change” to fully remote. Interns 
who continued to work found “sitting in their own environment very different than being with 

others to fully engage and watch the work get done.” Virtual and hybrid learning, training and 
working required a “real focus on engagement,” a “lot of openness” and “finding ways to 

collaborate amid challenges in your peers’ personal lives and the frustration of trying to get 

the work done remotely.” 
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Summit II participants agreed that building resilience requires modeling resilience in the 

classroom and workplace, particularly “when the chips are down.” Being “real and sharing 
experiences” provided support and strength. Opportunities to share included honest 
workplace “wellness chats” and weekly emails to students. Clarity of communication became 

much more essential in the workplace and in the classroom.  
 

 
 

Summit II participants emphasized that the last two years have led to a change or re-shuffling 
of the skills and capabilities required of new hires, with social/emotional engagement and 

understanding leading the way. Recruiting teams are being challenged to look at “skills, 

behaviors, resilience, adaptability” and “train for everything else.” Employers are looking to 
recruit people who can bring a “more dynamic understanding to our organizations around 
listening and understanding and empathy and consideration.” They are thinking “more about 

the behaviors we want and hiring for that.”  Summit II participants agreed that the focus on 

emotional/social capabilities is a “sea change in the way employers are looking at talent.”  
 

“I think there was a period of time where 

you started to see, in the area of 

resilience, that people’s true strengths 
started to rise to the top. And so, as 

public relations professionals, on our 
end, we needed to figure out how to take 
advantage of that and help interns and 

new team members in the right ways to 

build in areas of growth.” 

– Konajilo Loseni Barrasso 

“One thing that became clear to me was 

that COVID became a learning experience 

for the students. Especially the ones in 
public relations. A lot of them started to 

use COVID as a topic — what is happening 
to companies during the time of COVID. 
What are they doing well?” 

- Dr. Chike Anyaegbunam 

“The best way to teach students 
resilience comes from us leading by 
example.”  

- Dr. Kenon Brown 
 

“Part of building resilience and balance is 
really codifying why we are doing certain 
things and having more conversation 

behind some of the decisions and the 
moves that we might be making.”  

- Diana Littman 



 

 12 

 

 
 
Resourcefulness 

 

In talking about resourcefulness, Summit II participants focused on the “great strides in 
flexibility” made in the classroom and workplace over the last two years. While “more work 

needs to be done,” significant shifts took place in working and learning within months “that a 
lot of people in the industry and at universities believed would take years to happen.” 
Universities and businesses are “adapting” to students and employees who are realizing that 

“maybe I don’t need to be in a classroom for all my classes” and “maybe our internships can 
be hybrid” and more. Resources are also expanding with which students can demonstrate 

“Social/emotional skills are never going to 

go away, and I think they are even more 

pronounced now. And those are the people 
I am looking for. Yes, they have the hard 

skills — but you can improve on that, you 
can make people a stronger writer, you can 
make someone a stronger storyteller. That 

you are able to connect to your audience, 

are able to understand and see what is 
going on…makes the difference. It plays a 

role in issues like retention, engagement 
with clients, all of it. For me, that is the skill 
that not a lot of people were looking for — 

or you had in your head prior to the 
pandemic — but now it is a must have. Can 
you read the room?” 

– Konajilo Loseni Barrasso 

“Those fundamental skills never change. 

You want the person with the drive, the 

passion, the problem solving, but the EQ, 
or as I like to say, the empathy. Empathy is 

required for the entire food chain…your 
customers, your co-workers, your boss, 
your peers. It is really more important than 

ever before. Putting yourself in others’ 

shoes goes a long way.” 

– Scott Vazin 

“We have to be smart about the 

discussions we’re having with people we’re 
interviewing to understand how they’ll 
reflect our values and how they see their 

careers and their futures fitting in to the 

agency — not fitting into a mold, instead 
their own exploration of leading, learning 

and loving, what our values mean to them 
and what they feel they can bring to the 
table for the agency and our clients.” 

- Diana Littman 

“An alum of our program tells new hires to 

show employers their minds. Nobody is 
going to come out of college and be able to 
understand all the lingo and ins/outs of a 

particular organization, but if you can show 

them your mind and how you think and 
adapt through your experiences on your 

resume and cover letter and 
interviews…that will go a lot farther than 
trying to check off a check list.” 

- Dr. Dean Mundy 
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mastery to employers, with the Agency-Ready and Principles of Public Relations certificates 
leading the way. 

 

  

      
 
Questions are beginning to be asked, however, about “the need for collaboration while being 

mindful of the environment we are still in.” A concern was expressed about resources for 
retention and “how employers grow employees who are going to be with them for 10 or 15 
years” in the virtual or hybrid space. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

“Many students want to find something that they enjoy, 

that they love — sports or entertainment or something else 
— but during the pandemic they really had to just search 
for all available opportunities and get whatever they can 

get. Maybe they will have to step out of their comfort zone 

— into something they have not done before — now they 
have to learn how to do it. Everything is new and 

everything is evolving in the pandemic, so students have to 
be flexible and adaptable.”  
 

– Dr. Hua Jiang 
 

“I think many of those certificates, 

programs, additional training that you 
can get…show me you are willing to go 

the extra mile, that you care about this 

profession, that you are passionate, and 
that this is where you really want to 
be…and that is what I am looking for as 

a hiring manager…it shows this is the 

vocation I want to be in.” 

– Scott Vazin 

“We are starting to go beyond the 

Communication Department 
environment into Business because 

Business has partnered with Salesforce 

and they are offering a certificate in one 
of the Salesforce platforms. We tell our 
students to go there and get it…because 

that is where the world is going.” 

– Dr. Chike Anyaegbunam 
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Reform-Mindedness 
 

Both educators and professionals agreed that students need to be encouraged to “have 

conversations, discussions, to agree and disagree with others, to be assertive, express ideas 
clearly and at the same time understand other people’s perspectives.” Participants noted 
that students and new hires need sharp critical thinking skills so that they can understand the 

difference between “being loud and popular versus being accurate.” More attention is 

needed in the classroom on “media literacy and educated debate.” The participants agreed 
that issues are going to get sharper and sharper and the public relations “function will 

increasingly be seen as the place where these things come to live in terms of point of view, 
and the multi-stakeholder insight that we have to bring to the table to push our organizations 
to make decisions and be accountable for addressing some of these things.” Employees need 

to be “comfortable mixing it up a little bit, comfortable putting issues on the table through 

the lens of business challenges that we are navigating.” 
 

“In public relations 
specifically, we always talk 
about the need to be able to 

think on your feet, to adapt to 

change in order to make sure 
you do the best for your client. 

And I think that if this 
pandemic has taught us 
anything, is that hopefully 

those words have not fallen 
on deaf ears…because this 
entire pandemic has been 

about resourcefulness and 
adaptability.”  

- Dr. Kenon Brown 

 

“We would very much 
appreciate that the 

industry makes an effort 
to have a partnership 
with academia and 

invest more resources 
for students and young 

professionals.”  

- Dr. Jae Hwa Shin 

“I have one student who 
wants to find a job in LA 
but got a job in San 

Francisco and she has 

never been into the office. 
So, for the industry, do you 

see a possibility of a 
continuation of a virtual 
internship or a hybrid? I 

have had students starting 
to ask me that. They want 
to know if they will be able 

to work in other cities and 
states.”  

- Dr. Dean Mundy 
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“What are the macro trends that are 

impacting society? Because at the end the 

day, before you could separate them, and 
now you can’t. Everyone wants to be a 

purpose-led organization, and that is 
great….but in order to be purpose-driven 
you have to understand what is going on in 

the first place. When interns come in and 

junior staff come in, I think about how I 
teach them to tell a story — I ask them 

about what they see going on in the world 
right now.”  

– Konajilo Loseni Barrasso 

 

 

 

“We all agree that society, the country is 

polarized. I want to encourage my students 

to have difficult conversations and they 
should be courageous to disagree. At the 

same time, learn to not offend others. And 
that means a lot of education, learning, 
diving into all the historical materials and 

being open to discussion, challenges and 

disagreement. Are you able to disagree 
with others? I do not want you to avoid it 

because it is challenging.”  
 
– Dr. Hua Jiang 

 

“As old fashioned as it sounds, ‘read a 

newspaper every now and then.’ Focus on 
curiosity. Be able to connect the dots 
externally and how it is affecting your 

company internally. Know your industry 
plus what is going on outside of 
it…everything we talked about in this 

Summit, from racial injustice to COVID-19, 
and the polarization of politics now playing 

into our world.” 

– Scott Vazin 

“Students these days are very sensitive to 

social issues on the one hand and on the 
other hand they can be attentive only to 
their individual issues. Changes are rapid 

today and a lot of learning and 
understanding is necessary.” 

- Dr. Jae Hwa Shin 
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Summit III 
 
Moderator: 
 
David Brown, Temple University Diversity Advisor to the Office of the Dean at the Klein 
College of Media and Communication, and Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Advertising and Public Relations 

 
Participants: 
 
Lynn Appelbaum, Professor Emerita, The City College of New York  

Tony Cervone, Board of Advisors for the Plank Center for Leadership in Public Relations 

 
Daphne Hoytt Dickerson, Head of External Brand and Business Communications for The 
Coca-Cola Company North America Operating Unit (NAOU) 

Karla K. Gower, Behringer Distinguished Professor in the Department of Advertising and 
Public Relations and Director of The Plank Center for Leadership in Public Relations at the 
University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa 

Juan-Carlos Molleda, Ph.D., Edwin L. Artzt Dean and Professor of the University of Oregon 

School of Journalism and Communication 

Mike Schaffer, Group Senior Vice President, Corporate Innovation, Marina Maher 

Communications 

Leah Seay, Communications Manager, Delivery at Uber 

Leslie Sutton, Vice President of Corporate Communications, Discover 

 
Resilience 

 

Summit III began with a discussion about the challenges students faced in moving to online 
classes – and staying there for many months. For some students “online college classes are 
now all they know.” Sometimes students didn't have internet connections, and sometimes 

they needed to go to a place where they could access the internet connection. Family 
dynamics were also challenging, as were economics, with “students needing to work and 

help their parents.” Mental health challenges rose as did conversations about mental health.  
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Participants said students and rising professionals became more resilient by “making 

connections” and “looking for solutions.” Online interactions that had people working and 

learning from kitchens and living rooms while “all having the experience of living through a 
pandemic created authentic connections” that boosted resiliency. 

 

Summit III participants also talked about how agency and corporate leaders can help 
continue to build and mentor, to “find ways to create those connections that are different 
than we used to have.” 

 

“There is a lot of trepidation 

and fear among students about 

whether online classes 
disadvantage their education. 

I’ve encouraged them to move 
beyond their fears. If students 
ever had to be proactive, this is 

the time where they can show 

the industry how effective they 
are at working around the 

problem through connectivity 
with faculty and with other 
students.” 

- Lynn Appelbaum 

 

“It's been a really 

challenging time for 
students. They have 

been resilient in many 
ways by changing and 
reinventing themselves. 

And they have talked 
about mental health 
issues in a way that 

previous students never 
have.” 

- Dr. Karla Gower 

 

“We are facing a current 

generation and future 
generations of students 

who are and will teach us 
about mental health, 
economics, equity and 

inclusion, and also how to 
reinvent yourself in 
moments of crisis.” 

- Dr. Juan-Carlos Molleda 

“There's a different set of guardrails with 
the junior staff … they have greater 

access to leaders now than they did 
before. Then was trying to book an 
appointment, wait outside someone's 

office. Now they can just Teams us and 
send a chat message to ask a question. 

And so instead of over-engineering 

interactions, there’s a greater velocity of 
engagement.” 

- Mike Schaffer 

“I've observed younger staff members 
become more grounded. This 

environment has challenged students in 
many ways and caused them to think 
differently. Many have displayed greater 

maturity as a result. Not only are they 
able to deal with uncertainty, but they 

seem to have greater understanding of 

how to navigate unchartered waters. 
They have greater flexibility and, I think, 
conviction.” 

- Leah Seay 
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Resourcefulness 

 
Participants noted that more “flexibility and adaptability” are clear among students and 
junior staff members. They are being resourceful and open to opportunities they may not 

have considered before. Students and entry-level employees “have an understanding that 
they may need to be a little more open-minded” with the types of skills that they're pursuing, 

the types of interests that they might have, and the areas of the business they land in. 

 

“I think leaders bear the responsibility to 

make sure that we're not only mentoring 

students and young workers to feel 
comfortable enough to voice concerns they 

have or any kinds of challenges they might 
have. But we need to make sure that we're 
challenging leaders to lead differently as 

well. Because it is a completely different 

challenge on a day-to-day basis to make 
sure that as leaders, we're creating the 

environment that is not only productive, 
that doesn't only tap into professional 
resilience but allows for personal resilience. 

I think this is an issue that we're going to 
see manifest itself over months and years 
to come. It's going to be one of the more 

critical issues that we have coming out of 
this pandemic.” 

- Tony Cervone 

“It's a test for all of us, not just the 

young professionals, but for leaders 

as well, how we help them through 
the change, how we navigate the 

change. One of the things that I've 
seen is that people are up for the 
challenge…we just have to put it out 

there. It’s believing in humanity, 

believing in people and giving them 
the tools and the resources so that 

they can be successful, really 
encouraging that communication.” 

– Daphne Hoytt Dickerson 

“So many young professionals are finding 
new areas of interest in public relations 

that they [would not have considered 

previously] because they have had to be 
open-minded, and resilient. While 

challenging now, this ability to adapt and 
remain flexible will be invaluable as they 
progress throughout their careers.” 

- Leah Seay 

“A lot of our students panicked when their 
in-person internships first fell away and 

disappeared and yet they ended up having 

great opportunities, virtually. They were 
able to do internships they never would 

have been able to do otherwise. And they 
had those opportunities because of the 
pandemic.”  

- Dr. Karla Gower 
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Summit III participants discussed resourcefulness as uncovering and taking advantage of the 
opportunities that have arisen over the last two years to work “beyond the 30-mile radius of 

where you live.” The ability for candidates from any location to apply for jobs is so much 

higher now. However, participants pointed out that more resources are needed to ensure all 
are welcome. “Are resources being put to things that were exposed by the pandemic and 

racial reckoning?” 

 

 
Reform-Mindedness 

 

Reform-mindedness during a time of polarization was the focus of the last Summit III 
discussion. Listening to others and making and maintaining connections were emphasized as 

essential for students, employees and leaders during a transformative time. 

“I think humans are naturally averse to 

change. Yet we’ve had so much of it coming 
at us in such a short period of time 
throughout the pandemic that people are 

learning to pivot and adapt in their lives 
and at work and to think differently. I think 

it's creating an environment in which new 

ideas, new approaches, and 
resourcefulness are being rewarded, and 
one in which change is more readily 

accepted.” 

- Leslie Sutton 

“It's one thing to prepare people to get the 

jobs, but at a certain point, it is also the 
responsibility of the companies to break 
down barriers for people to be successful 

while they're in there. No matter how 
resilient and resourceful people are, 

roadblocks exist. We have to continue 

working at them, and with more of us 
working at it, we will be in a position to 
break those things down.” 

- Daphne Hoytt Dickerson 



 

 20 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

“This is an essential time for colleges and 

universities that teach communications to 

reach out to leaders of all backgrounds in 
our industry and to build connections, 

especially so that students hear from 
industry leaders who affirm that they value 
diverse, talented candidates and 

encourage students to apply for 

opportunities. This is a moment for the 
industry to initiate partnerships with 

academic institutions and look for 
increasing ways to be a presence in the 
classroom to help all students start making 

the connections now.” 

– Lynn Appelbaum 

“One of the things that we need to teach 

is how to listen and dialogue. I spent my 

entire career in the corporate side. And 
the thing that we used to argue was, stop 

telling everybody everything and start 
listening. And start to model listening 
skills and teach ways to engage in 

dialogue versus one-way 

communication. And it is a really difficult 
task in an environment when hyperbole 

is just so strong and is often being 
rewarded.” 

– Tony Cervone 

“This period seems to have accelerated the 

number and type of connections made as 

people reached out to listen, learn, share 
and assist one another. We need to 

maintain this, because it's one of the true 
benefits of this period.” 

– Leslie Sutton 

“DEI should be integrated to every function 

of an organization, from finance to human 
resources, to any type of leadership, to 

operations, to technology, and ultimately 

to the strategic communication function. 
DEI is transforming the way leaders 
interact with their employees and their 

peers.” 

- Dr. Juan-Carlos Molleda 

“What has been so transformative is that 
while we are in the midst of changing 

how we operate as businesses and as 

agencies, we're also changing the 
substance of what we do. And being 
much more thoughtful and mindful 

about representation and every stretch 

of the definition of that word. So it's 
transformative for our industry. And for 

students, they're being asked to have a 
more mature worldview now than 
people were 20 years ago coming out of 

school.” 

- Mike Schaffer 
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Student-New Pro Summit 
 
Moderator: 
 
Joe Clarkson, Brand Manager, DIAGEO 
 

Participants: 

 
Kimberly Alduate, Florida International University 
 

Josie Bobeck, Graduate Student, Eastern Michigan University 
 

Abby Brock, Customer Success Manager, BrightEdge 

 
Marta Dropping, Biola University 
 

Solana Giorgio, Universidad Argentina de la Empresa (UADE) 

 
Kayla Holley, State University of New York at Oswego 

 
Beth Pereira, Kennesaw State University 

 

Trevor Rayhons, Lead Specialist in Corporate Communication, Horizon Therapeutics 
 

Sankalp Sharma, California State University-Sacramento 
 
Lauren Stitt, Grand Valley State University 

 
Resilience 
 

Student-New Pro Summit participants — public relations student leaders and recent 
graduates/new professionals — agreed that the last two years (dubbed a “dumpster fire of a 
situation”) made them more resilient. Framing resilience as the “ability to succeed or fight 

through something despite obstacles,” participants emphasized making connections with 
professors, peers, managers and co-workers as essential to moving through the challenges 
and concerns that came their way. Students and professionals noted that faculty and 

manager feedback on assignments as well as “mental health check-ins” built resiliency. They 
acknowledged an appreciation of the fact that a conversation is starting about how “the end 

goal of getting something isn’t necessarily as important as how we’re doing it and the process 

between it.” 
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While resilient, new professionals worry about how to best connect with new colleagues and 

about their own professional development in an online environment. Those who have never 
been in the office now wonder how they will adjust to going back to or entering the office for 
the first time. New employers may “have never met anyone before in person and may have 

never been to the office.” They wonder “what does that look like?” 

 

 
 

Resourcefulness 

 
The resources students and new professionals used/are using to succeed range from 

informational interviews with professionals to taking advantage of the power of PRSSA “as a 

“I believe it's a sink or swim 

situation. If we're not going to 

keep moving and if we're not 
going to grow through this, it's 

just going to be devastating. 
And it has been devastating for 
a lot of us…and then we 

decided to take a step back and 

say okay, what are we going to 
do about it? How are we still 

going to grow? How are we still 
going to connect? I believe 
asking those questions are the 

first steps toward developing 
creative growth strategies."  

– Beth Pereira 

“Although the social 

interaction portion isn't 

there, it is easier for my 
professors and me to 

connect through a quick 
email than having to 
wait outside offices for 

their schedules to be 

free or my schedule to 
be free. I feel like they 

were more available to 
me as a student.”  

- Sankalp Sharma 

“The thing that we've been 

focusing on is making sure 

to have bonding events 
and then making sure that 

we're connecting with our 
professors more. I know 
that our advisor for our 

PRSSA chapter is very 
integral in everything that 
we do. So, making sure 

that whether it's on Zoom 
or whether it's socially 
distanced in-person — stay 

together rather than 
isolate.”   

- Lauren Sitt 

“My manager joined my company in the 
middle of pandemic, and I had never met 
her in person for about a year. Many 

students never met professors or 

classmates in person. There's a sense of 
vulnerability. You have to be 

understanding, flexible, and open with 
one another. That has really helped me 
adapt this early in my career doing pretty 

much my entire job virtually.”  
 
- Trevor Rayhons 
 

 

“My school was really on top of things and 
so there was really good flow from what I 

was doing in school straight to what I was 
doing as I entered the workforce. So, there 
wasn’t much loss in momentum in terms 

of how I was navigating Zoom, WebEx, 
Teams, Google Meet and more.”  

- Abby Brock 
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great center for learning, professional development and meeting people you would not meet 
otherwise.” Participants identified classes in campaign planning, media relations and crisis 

communication as essential resources. Students also commented on the power of online 

classes, webinars, blogs, articles and external certifications. The pandemic reminded 
participants “that professional development resources like LinkedIn Learning existed and all 

that is available online” to help “diversify portfolios and build resumes.” 
 

 

 
 

Students and recent graduates also considered what “resources they wished they had” such 
as “encouragement to go beyond public relations” to take classes in things like graphic 

“I really appreciate the 

educators who provide us 
with resources that they 

know of to go out and get 
an internship or to meet 
new people…especially 

through the pandemic 
when internships might be 
slim or online. Our timeline 

doesn't move just because 
we are in a pandemic. I 

don't get an extra year and 

a half of college back. We 
have to kind of just power 

through and take 
advantage of what we have 

access to.”  

- Kayla Holley 

“Just taking opportunities and 

looking at things from a 
different angle and seeing them 

as a great thing rather than 
maybe a downfall really helped 
me through this pandemic. It’s 

really interesting how a lot of 
students have turned lemons 
into lemonade throughout this 

pandemic. Instead of being 
really upset about everything 

being online, it opened up an 

entire world of new internship 
opportunities. I was able to do 

an internship in Washington DC 
and then one in LA when I was 

living in Arizona.”  

- Marta Dropping 

“PRSSA is such a 

competitive advantage. 
I am networking with 

you right now from 
Argentina. I have a huge 
network in Columbia 

and Puerto Rico, for 
example, and Latin 
America. And I get to 

speak with 
professionals.” 

- Solano Giorgio 

“Connections and 
relationships are 

everything. Making sure 

that I’m involved in 
anything that can help is a 
way to be resourceful. I am 

using any and all tools to 
get my feet wet and 

improve.”  

- Lauren Sitt 

“My professor says that you're 
not always going to get lemons 

(to make lemonade) so you just 

have to go out and get lemons 
yourself. It has stuck with me. 
There are downsides to 

everything but there's always a 
silver lining. Participating in 

PRSSA, being open to any and 

every thing…that is what 
helped me be resourceful.” 

 - Sankalp Sharma 

“PRSSA has helped me 
so much. During COVID 

it's helped me with 

professional 
development, meeting 
new people and being 

resourceful. There's so 
much learning that you 

could do with PRSSA. 

There's nothing like it.”  

- Kimberly Aldunate 
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design and basic accounting — “knowing how to use Excel, to create a budget or design a 
social post” are “coming up more and more as job requirements.”  Some students expressed 

a need for more resources to help them find internships. “If you don’t have the knowledge or 

network yourself, you are kind of stuck taking an unpaid internship after graduation and 
nobody wants to do that.”  Participants working in public relations underscored the 

importance of learning how to write in various formats — moving beyond the press release to 
blogs and social media posts. Young professionals also emphasized that the “hard skills 
learned in class are needed at work,” but that “curiosity,” “being teachable,” “knowing what 

is going on in the world and culture and government,” and “being able to build rapport with 
others” were valued just as highly. 
 

 
 
Reform-Mindedness 

 

Summit participants embraced discussion of “the very important conversations that we've 
had over the last year which accelerated with the murder of George Floyd” and issues that 
“have continued to plague our country…all during a global pandemic” — demonstrating their 

reform-mindedness in real time. Listening to others and “empathy about everything…from 

the racial inequity to how the pandemic is impacting us” were cited as central to reform-

mindedness and to “doing the job of a public relations professional well.” Empathy was also 

linked to resilience, as “having empathy makes you more resilient and makes other people 
more resilient.” New professionals reminded students that they would be “welcomed to bring 
new ways to thinking” to the workplace. 

 

“I've had to learn how to ask for help 
and communicate my needs. And it's 

easier said than done. Actively 
communicating your needs and 
asking for help can be so important, 

especially when Zoom burnout is a 
thing or when you might not be the 

best at working from home. So just 

kind of learning yourself, learning how 
to set your boundaries, and work-life 
balance.”  

- Josie Bobeck 

“At my internship I have learned the 
value of effective communication. It’s 

so important to have effective 
communication and understanding 
what people actually mean when they 

say something is a big portion of that. 
I’ve learned that if I don’t understand 

something to seek clarification before 

conducting the task. By following up 
with questions, I can demonstrate a 
willingness to communicate 

effectively and to understand that 

person’s needs.”  

- Beth Pereira 
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“Other countries are 

being inspired by the 

USA, by how they're 
acting and how they're 

trying to advocate. 
People are finally being 
empowered to say how 

it is. So, I think as public 

relations professionals 
and students, it’s really 

important to share 
these stories and help 
them make a change in 

the world.” 

- Kimberly Aldunate 

“I'm very fortunate to attend an 

institution that is very diverse. I 

look to my colleagues and my 
coworkers to give me perspectives 

that I otherwise would not have 
been able to learn or experience. 
So, it's a lot of asking questions, 

not inserting my opinions where 

they're not warranted because it's 
not my place to say, you 

know…learned experiences will 
always trump opinions, right. 
Those…lived experiences. It's kind 

of removing yourself and listening 
and then implementing what you 
have learned in a way that is 

respectful and impactful.” 

- Josie Bobeck 

“It's also important that 

you come into your 

workforce with allyship 
in mind. Obviously, 

employers are looking 
for diverse talent. 
They're hoping to retain 

diverse talent but 

they're also hoping to 
make their environment 

inclusive. Allyship is 
critical…it's just so 
important to be mindful 

of that.”  

- Trevor Rayhons 

“Our generation brings 

to the table a bigger 
and a broader ethics 
push. I think that is 

something that has 
been so important to 
this younger generation 

is being an ally, 
bringing in diversity, 

having just far greater 

ethics. And I think it's 
wonderful that we have 
all these young people 

coming into the 
industry being a voice 

for change.”  

– Martha Dropping 

“I think there are some 

expectations about this generation 

that we have the ability to help set 
correctly or kind of make sure that 

we're not perceived in the way that 
we're currently being perceived. It 
all comes in the way you 

communicate. Know that what 
you're saying has value.”  

- Abby Brock 

“I was taught to 

interview companies 
the way that companies 
interview you. Just 

because they want you, 
doesn't mean that you 
want them. And I found 

an agency where they 
value work-life balance 

and I see it in my 

managers and CEO. 
Work-life balance is so 
important.”  

- Kayla Holley 

“We had more time during the 

pandemic and many other things 
have changed. We had more time 
to think and actually speak up.” 

- Solano Giorgio 


