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The Commission on Public Relations Education (CPREpmposed of public relations
educators and practitioners who represent sevesigsional societies in public relations and
related fields of communications. For several desathe Commission has periodically
produced recommendations on undergraduate andageagublic relations curricula and
associated subjects. While graduate educationdtdseen ignored in previous CPRE reports, it
has gotten a rather cursory review. In fact, nm@ehensive standards have been attempted in
at least two decades. Yet, the PRSA Educationalir&sfCommittee is already offering graduate
program certification. Thus, the Commission belgit¢o be in the long-term interests of the
public relations profession that it offers standai@ graduate education in public relations that

reflect public relations’ body of knowledge and giree expectations.

Research on which Standards will be Based

The Commission has completed a year-long progifaiesearch to learn about the kinds,

delivery, and value of U.S. master’s level pubétations education.

Objectives

1. To learnthe perceptions of public relations employers/humegources directors of how
they value master’s level public relations/commatian management education when
seeking to hire.

2. To learn the perceptions of executive-level put@iations practitioners and academics
of what should be the deliverables (knowledge]skibilities, instruction, and job
placement) of a master’s level degree in publiatr@hs/communication management.
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To learn what (if any) master’s level educatiortahgards, certifications,
accreditations, across universities are expectezkbyutive-level public relations
professionals and academics.

To learn the perceptions of executive-level puldiations practitioners and academics
of whether master’s level programs in public relat/communication management are
preparing students to help lead the public relaficommunication management field.

To learn whether and in what ways universitiesvieli systems
(traditional, interdisciplinary, commercial ondinhybrid) are valued by executive-level
public relations practitioners and academics.

To provide an analysis of schools offering mastkn®l programs in
public relations/communication management, inclgdiarriculum, entrance
requirements, target audiences, and whether atededi

To achieve these objectives, the Commission celteatbibliography of secondary

sources of information such as articles, reseaphbrts, websites, advertisements, and published

commentary. It conducted an audit of the desorgtof graduate public relations programs

found on university websites. It conducted a quatitie survey of public relations practitioners

and academics to allow for greater representatioinggneral perceptions of master’s level

public relations/communication management prograRisally, the Commission collected

perceptions of public relations industry employreugh the use of in-depth interviews.

Summary of First Stage — Results of Research

The Audit of Master’s Level Programs

An increase from 2000 to 2011 in the number of ga&el public relations programs from
26t0 75

Wide variety of graduate program titles

Lack of uniformity in admissions standards

Lack of uniformity in total required credit hours

Inconsistency in reference to a “capstone” progexperience

Lack of uniformity in curriculum across programs



Findings from a website audit of 75 graduate prograevealed that graduate programs in
public relations/communication management are slgytly more similar in content and scope
than found in a 2000 study of program websites ¢atgt and Toth, 2006) The master’s level
program curricula that were examined suggests samiérities to theProfessional Bond
recommended content areas, with 64 percent ofrthgrgms requiring a public relations
research course; 52 percent requiring a commuait#tieory course; 50.7 percent requiring a
public relations course; and 50.7 percent requiaipgiblic relations programming and
production course. However, these results sudgasthere is sufficient inconsistency across
curricula that it would be difficult to communicatghat one should expect have in a master’s
level public relations program curriculum. To addhe variety of course offerings found, there
is wide variety in the titles of the graduate peogs, with the highest percentage (24 percent) of
the programs called “public relations.” The nexghast percentage of programs (14 percent) had
the title “strategic communication.” About onerthof the programs required that the applicant
take the Graduate Record Exam (GRE). Another 8€epérequired either the GRE of the
TOFEL. Required credit hours ranged from 48 to 2Imajority of programs did not publish
that they had a culminating experience.

Quantitative Survey of 400+ Public Relations Ptamiers and Educators

B Knowledge categories grouped as “strategic managghibusiness,” “theoretical
foundations,” and “globalization”

Most highly rated knowledge category was “ethics”

Highest rated skill is “mastery of language in aaivritten form”

A comprehensive project completion rated higheshasulminating experience

Split opinion on whether a master’s degree is irtgrdgrin hiring

Higher ratings for a master’s program completiorkimg a student eligible for research
positions, and equivalent to three years of prdeml experience

B A variety of graduate program titles

! Aldoory, L., & Toth, E. L. (2000). An exploratory look at graduate public relations education. Public Relations
Review, 26 (1), 1115-125.



Combined agreement on the knowledge items revdailedconceptually intriguing
categories of knowledge: strategic managementnbssj theoretical foundations, and
globalization. The focus on the concept of managerns repeated in the findings of the skills
that should be included in a master’s program. @dréicipants reaffirmed the need for a mastery
of language/oral or written form, but they agreedtron the inclusion of skills in strategic
planning, ethical decision-making, persuasive wgtithe management of communication, issues
management, and research. Even in the coraltamgses agreed upon, the most highly rated
courses were management related: organizationaihemrncation, mass communication law,
digital media, organizational behavior, journaliang marketing.

In relation to what were agreed upon program stalsdi@r a master’s degree in public
relations/communication management, external etiahgwere rated highly, particularly
accreditation by the U.S. Department of Educatioh eertification by the Public Relations
Society of America. The participants valued soon af “capstone” experience, such as a
comprehensive project, exam or thesis, and amisitgy or co-op assignment. The participants
also most agreed on delivering master’s educatigraditional on-campus classroom
experiences or a hybrid of on-campus instructiacsh @mline delivery of courses. In spite of the
growing number of on-line master’s programs in put®@lations, this sample did not agreed with
the strictly on-line delivery of courses with naéato-face contact with the instructor.

These stakeholders approved most of the mastetggmns entitled public relations,
communication studies, or journalism. However, t@&s level public relations program titles

historically have not had meaningful distinctiombey are most likely to reflect in which



academic departments they are located. Businessmiathation was rated fourth in agreement in
the list of 10 program titles, still showing a stgovalue to the practitioners in the survey.

The study participants contributed agreementeovtiiue of a master’s degree in public
relations/communication management by respondiagstudents graduating from programs in
public relations/communication management wouldjbaified for positions in public
relations/communication management research depatsnor firms and for advanced positions
in public relations/communication management edantato three years of professional
experience, as well as entry level positions. Vhise of education equivalency to experience
suggests that there is some marketability to miadtarel public relations education that has
been questionable.

Generally, educators and practitioners had diffeesnn agreements on two of four
knowledge groups, skills, requirements, deliverstesns, and potential hiring; however, most of
the average scores of practitioners and educatems above the mean average on the 7-point
scales. This suggests that these differences manobe nuanced rather than points of dispute.

As part of a comprehensive information-gatheringepss for the Commission on Public
Relations Education, this study provides curremt@gtions, values, and agreements by public
relations educators and public relations practégresrwho have important stakes in the quality of
master’s programs in public relations/communicatitanagement. Their opinions provide
useful guidance in building model curricula anchads for master’s programs in public
relations/communication management.

Qualitative In-Depth Interviews with 21 Public Rédams Industry Communication
Executives/Employers

B Employers emphasize “characteristics of applicaitsn hiring,” rather than knowledge
or skills.



B Employers perceive public relations graduate edoicats preparation for entry-level
jobs, but still expect professional experience.

B Employers recommend building a “better brand” fradyate public relations education.

B Employers interpret the “split” in the value of piglrelations graduate education in
hiring in three ways: as a reflection on the défere in quality of graduate programs,
likely higher ratings by educators than acadenans, perhaps a generational change.

Throughout the telephone interviews, it was clbat these communication executives
thought of hiring people for positions concernethwhe executive level of public
relations, not the management function of publiatrens itself. Wright (1995) defined
communication executives as holding the role ofwerice president or CEO. They are
“vigorous members of their organization’s ‘dominanglition’ and function within the
‘inner circle’ of organizational decision-making@hey spend most, if not all of their time
performing managerial and executive tasks.”
Although these employers continued to stress ¢eel or writing skills, they implied
that advanced positions in public relations invdi®w business was conducted, setting the
strategy for their organizations or clients thabased on an understanding of client needs, the
competition, and the specific business settingecadise of this, they preferred hiring people with
degrees in the humanities and business and/omggep&bple with “intellectual capabilities,
leadership potential, that would make them ‘crititbenkers’ and ‘creative and innovative.”
These employers perceived of master’s degree proggira public relations or communication
management would be “more of the same” as undeangtadtudies in public relations and “too
narrow.” Clearly, master’'s degrees alone wouldbesufficient for these employers to hire for

advanced positions. Almost all of the participasgeke of the need, if not the requirement, for

job experience.

2\Wright, D. K (1995). The role of corporate public relations executives in the future of employee relations.
Public Relations Review, 21, 181-198.



Based on this worldview, these employers didprovide responses that meshed well
with the knowledge and skills that are generallynfd in master’s programs in public relations or
communication management. Although there werevepf@nts of agreement among the
categories that were highly rated on the CPRE dfaéime survey, the emphasis of these
employers was on business knowledge. They weodeds concerned about knowledge and
skills and were more concerned about the indivithadlls of potential hires, such as critical
thinking, intellectual capability, and curiosity.

These employers provided concrete suggestionsoferahmaster’s degree in public
relations/communication management could be made nauable. They suggested a more
“practical” curriculum that would be tied to “realbrld experiences.” They suggested making
the programs rigorous and selective. By impliaatibey suggested that programs were “too
theoretical” and that faculty should have industxperience or be industry professionals
themselves. They called for more standardizatfqggr@grams so that graduate programs in
public relations or communication management wdaglanore clearly understood, and they
focused attention on “building the brand.”

While the perceptions of these leading public refet industry employers do not
represent all public relations employers, they ovigle several insights about how public
relations master’s education is currently perceiviedo provocative insights that were shared
are that employer perceptions might be generatiovitihi younger people in the practice more
comfortable using the criterion of a master’'s degremaking hiring decisions. These
employers also gave further insights into what eamby communication management,
separating it from the function of management tbusiness focus” of communication

management.



Next Stage: 2012: Development of a Report and $iaisd

The Commission’s next year will be spent develog@mngport of the status of master’s
level public relations education and recommendtagdards for graduate public relations
education to be presented at the 2012 PRSA natbomdéérence in San Francisco. To
accomplish this report, the Commission has expaitdedembership, adding individuals who

have expertise in master’s level public relatiodsaation.



