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  The events leading me to pursue a graduate degree 

could fill a novel. Suffice it to say, I was uniquely positioned 

both personally and professionally. I was sitting in an 

expensive hotel room after another 15-hour day of meetings 

in Washington D.C., on the heels of yet another lengthy, 

disturbing, emotionally fraught week in an experiential 

graduate program focused on organizational development 

and leadership.  

 My son was safely ensconced in Job Corps, earning his 

high school diploma and a one-year certificate in diesel 

mechanics. My ex-husband was doing whatever it was he 

wanted to do, which was no different from what he did when 

he was my husband.  

 I was plowing through a morass of empty nest 

syndrome, post-divorce + awful-rebound-relationship-drama, 

and wondering if anything was really worth it. I hated my job, I 

feared and loathed the grad program I was in, my rebound 

relationship was far more costly than my divorce had been, 

and my son was most emphatically cutting the apron strings.  

 Floundering easily described my life. A blessed friend caught my tone of despair in a flippant 

Facebook post and called me. She had just successfully defended her dissertation, and I admired and 

respected her greatly. She encouraged my educational goals, nudging me to explore life more deeply 

and with less fear. By the time my phone ran out of juice that night, I had found options and made some 

decisions.  

 My first action the next morning was to withdraw from my graduate program. The second was 

getting home to my doctor. I had stressed myself into yet another round of pneumonia. However, 

there's nothing like sitting at home ill, contemplating life's mysteries and choices, building up stamina 

for the next adventure. My letter from WSU, admitting me to the strategic communications graduate 

degree program was just right and timed perfectly to my needs.     

 The idea of describing the 

experience of earning a graduate 

degree and its impact on me in just a 

few pages seems a trifle absurd.  

 In today's sound bite world, 

it would be lovely to have a venue 

that encouraged lingering, taking 

time to truly savor the sounds, 

tastes, and sensations of a life-

changing event.  

 Ah, well! It seems none of 

us are really geared to intense 

exploration and consideration, 

anymore. We're a flighty species, our 

attention spans  informed by the 

rapid changes and shifts in a world 

that has simultaneously grown both 

larger and smaller.  
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Setting the stage . . .  

 I grew up with a passion for reading and writing. I wrote my first poem in 2nd grade. I ran a 

lending library out of my home in 3rd grade. In 4th grade, I started a neighborhood newspaper. I wrote 

for the sanctioned newspaper in high school and faced down the administration's expulsion threat for 

putting out an underground newspaper at the same time. But, I never really wanted to be a journalist. I 

wanted to write the great American novel. Barring that, I wanted to be an archeologist. Of course, 10 

years post-high school graduation, I earned a social work degree. And why that took so long is a story 

for another day. 

 Communications was not the focus of my undergraduate degree. Community services (code 

name: social work at the macro level with concentrations in political science and history) was what I 

studied at St. Martin's College when I finally finished my bachelor's degree in my late twenties. So, why 

did I now choose to pursue a graduate degree in strategic communications?  

 My professional career involves communicating with people, verbally and written, technically or 

informally, using a wide variety of approaches. A degree emphasizing the strategic elements of 

communication would add value to my resume, and give me a few new tools. I have to be as conversant 

with churning out one-page legislative briefings as in developing family-friendly curriculum and 

activities. I write legally sound contracts and develop the training and technical assistance contractors 

need for successful implementation. A great deal of my work involves tailoring legislatively mandated 

decisions and information in ways that are accessible, meaningful and appropriate for different people, 

businesses, agencies and citizen groups.  

 I also have a passion for advocacy, especially when it comes to making sure vulnerable 

populations have a voice in the programs and policies impacting them. It had not escaped my notice 

over the last two decades that government agencies, overall, are both hampered by legislative 

mandate and generally resistant to deeply involving citizens in program and policy development. I felt a 

graduate degree emphasizing the communication strategies and tactics most commonly used in 

today's world would help me make a stronger case for greater citizen engagement to executive level 

leadership. Earning this degree would give me authority and credibility. Indeed, it had been made clear 

to me over the years that my bachelor's degree was not sufficient.  
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Early hurdles . . .  

 The first hurdle was reconciling myself to playing catch-up with learning basic communication 

principles and theories. Each class I took involved spending not only time with the presented curriculum 

but also in taking time to learn unfamiliar theories. My previous classes in social work and 

organizational development helped me quickly draw parallels to the new material, allowing me to build 

bridges of understanding. I was also pleased to be able to offer some practical input in the forum-based 

discussions, and was fascinated to learn from other students around the globe. It was through these 

online classroom exchanges that I discovered how far ahead other countries were in citizen 

engagement, and delighted in digging deeper to learn more about these new approaches. 

 The second hurdle was learning to navigate the online learning platform. While a forum-based 

discussion format was, at least, familiar to me from my earlier involvement in online communities, I had 

a steep learning curve when it came to using Angel, Blackboard, VoiceThread, and other new software 

packages like the Adobe Creative Suite. Additionally, the set-up for online classes seemed overly 

fragmented and inconsistent. My eyes were not happy with the strain of reading materials online. 

Consequently, I begged forgiveness of many trees throughout the program while printing required 

reading materials.  I also appealed to my son to help me upgrade my computer and add an additional, 

larger screen, quite necessary to completing assignments where I needed to refer constantly to 

YouTube tutorials on using Adobe software successfully. 

 Despite the initial discomfort and adjustment, I was very pleased with my first two classes. In 

COM 562: Crisis Communication in Global Contexts, I married a new crisis communications skill set to 

my practical understanding of how necessary a flexible, user-friendly guide would be to agency 

stakeholders in developing and implementing their own crisis communication plans. The lessons 

learned in COM 564: Research Methods for Professionals were well-timed. Large portions of my daily 

work included coordinating ongoing program evaluation, and the new knowledge enhanced my end-

user skills. The challenge was that I took both these courses during the summer semester, so the third 

hurdle for me was in learning the trick of work-school-life balance and effective time management. 

Other treasured activities were put aside for the duration, and I am very much looking forward to 

bringing them back online again.  

https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com562-crisis-communication-in-global-contexts/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com-564-research-methods-for-professionals/
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Jumping-off the cliff . . .  

 If I were to share a tidbit of wisdom with incoming professional students, it would be to ensure 

buy-off from their employer in incorporating work projects into school projects as a win-win. This 

seems like a truly necessary consideration for returning, professional students, especially for effective 

time management. Sadly, my particular interests and goals were determined to tread too closely to 

political tension between agency leadership, stakeholders and legislature, so I had to find ways to 

reframe and refocus. This was not necessarily a bad thing, as it forced me to broaden my vision from 

parent engagement to community and citizen engagement. But, it was hard to let go of that initial 

dream, and I felt resentful at the stalemate. In that moment, it felt like the final straw. 

 So, I did the next best thing. I found a position in a different agency and leaped from a job with 

long hours and travel to a narrowly defined role with no travel and a consistent schedule. The new job 

was as a communications consultant. It seemed like a good fit with my course of study and an excellent 

chance to practice my new skills a bit more.  

 There were plusses and minuses to this experiment (which is ending as I write this essay: in one 

week's time I start a promotional position that has a wider scope of responsibility and required skill 

sets). I greatly valued learning more about the day-to-day business of a professional communicator. 

However, I also prefer to use all my skills in advocating for vulnerable populations. I do credit my new-

found courage in trying out a different career path (and then giving myself permission to step back into 

what I really love to do) to my graduate school adventure, and the encouragement of other students 

along the way. Sometimes, you have to take a giant step back before you can move forward. 

Challenges and successes . . .  

 While each class had its own set of strengths and weaknesses, the class I found most 

challenging was COM561: Professional Multimedia Content Creation. I loved being able to tell the story 

of the search for respectful parent and family support using visual and auditory approaches. However, 

the technical aspects of using Adobe Photoshop and Adobe Illustrator and the challenge of solitary 

learning was almost beyond my tolerance levels. My supervisor, worried about the toll the class was 

taking, offered her husband up as a possible tutor and spent time locating YouTube tutorials that would 

help me use a Mac product in a Windows/Microsoft environment. I needed a guide-by-the-side to 

https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com561-professional-multimedia-content-creation/
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successfully complete the Photoshop and Illustrator assignments. My relief was palpable when the 

lessons turned to Adobe Audition and Adobe Premiere Pro. Thankfully, one sound strip is much like 

another, and my early 20s experience in setting up and running live sound boards came in handy.  

 It seems like COM 561 should have been a prerequisite or with some method of establishing a 

baseline of competency at the outset, rather than assuming the student has a strong background in 

these areas. I was raised in the old school of cut-n-paste where scissors, knife, ruler, paste and 

typewriter were your friends. During this class, the frustration level with some of the software 

prevented me from more deeply developing the messages about parent and community engagement 

that I wanted to create. The approach to  planning and developing marketing messages for different 

social media platforms and free, open source software packages in COMSTRAT 562: Creative Media 

Strategies & Techniques  worked much better for me in exploring ways to attract and sustain a 

consumer's interest in the message.    

 Of particular interest to me was the cross-over of professional persuasion and advocacy. I would 

have enjoyed more classes focused on this skill set. During COMSTRAT 561: Persuasion for Professional 

Communicators, students were required to use Facebook as a venue for exploring different persuasion 

tactics. This is when I began to take a deeper dive into exploring with others why citizen engagement 

matters in government policy and program development, uncovering the obstacles to being heard and 

taking a look at different tactics in supporting citizen voices. The wisdom of participating group 

members was most instructive, offering insight into the complexities of how present-day 

communication platforms and use can overwhelm and dampen meaningful participation. I think there's 

a real hunger to connect more deeply and use slower-paced strategies that is worth exploring. At the 

end of COMSTRAT 561, group members asked me to continue curating Whose Voice Matters? and so it 

continues to this day. It will be interesting to see how it grows and changes over time. 

 COMSTRAT 563: Professional Digital Content Promotion  and COMSTRAT 564: Consumer 

Behavior and Brand Development gave me the chance to explore a future business dream. During these 

classes, I learned to apply lessons in brand development and brand equity to forging a business plan. I 

established the business need and purpose: supporting and guiding local and state governments in fully 

and authentically engaging citizens in policy and program development. Most government agencies 

have a narrow understanding of what it takes to achieve meaningful citizen participation. My business 

https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com-562-creative-media-strategies-techniques/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com-562-creative-media-strategies-techniques/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-561-persuasion-for-professional-communicators/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-561-persuasion-for-professional-communicators/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/442648505890961/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-563-professional-digital-content-promotion/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-564-consumer-behavior-and-brand-development/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-564-consumer-behavior-and-brand-development/
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idea was to offer consultation services to governments to help them identify and connect with the 

impacted population and ensure that the necessary resources and approaches would be used in 

supporting participation. I would also provide the skilled facilitation required to support honest, 

respectful exploration between citizens and the agencies of proposed policies and programs.  

 I conducted basic market research, developed customer personas, tested names and logos, and 

using WIX built a beginning website Advancing Voices. The business model proposes to focus on 

helping the agency find, engage and apply the interests and lived insights of the people they serve to 

the programs, policies and services they develop and manage.  

 In a few short years, I will be fully vested in my retirement fund, at which point I will switch 

gears and go into consulting. As a sideline, I also hope to teach at the college level.  Citizen engagement 

is a taught skill, and this program has inspired me to peer into the future.  

Lessons learned and looking ahead . . . 

 Through the research I've done and assignments I've completed for this degree, I have learned 

that the U.S.A .is behind the mark in authentic, meaningful citizen engagement. Our nation sadly 

focuses on profit margins and return on investment in short-term increments. There is much to be 

learned from the thoughtful and long-term investment approach taken by other countries.  

 While this is important for local communities, states and the nation as a whole, I believe it is 

especially crucial for vulnerable and disenfranchised populations. This point was made abundantly clear 

during the two-part focus group I conducted for COMSTRAT 565: Professional Marketing 

Communication Management and Campaigns and certainly driven home during the course of the 

readings and assignments I completed for COM 563: Ethics for Professionals.   

 I am patiently sorting and sifting what I've learned, peeling the onion layers to find my deeper 

interests and goals, and weighing my next steps: a new career, more education, business entrepreneur? 

Regardless of which path I choose, I will be bringing new tools and skills with me on the journey, that I 

developed over the course of earning this degree.  

http://smb1969.wix.com/advancingvoices
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-565-professional-marketing-communication-management-and-campaigns/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/comstrat-565-professional-marketing-communication-management-and-campaigns/
https://shannonblood.wordpress.com/portfolio/com-563-ethics-for-professionals/

