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Abstract 
Teaching public relations writing is challenging. Training good PR writers to be strategic, clear 
and concise, factual and direct often requires teachers to reframe the way students have been 
taught to write since grade school. Further, since there isn’t just one way (style) to write in PR, 
teaching and learning the mechanics of good PR writing in the classroom poses several chal-
lenges that vary from class to class, student to student, and assignment to assignment. This paper 
discusses a learning-by-doing solution to these challenges stemming from Kolb’s experiential 
learning theory to train better writers. 

Introduction
Public relations educators and practitioners agree that 
writing is an essential skill. As Kathleen Lewton said, 
referring to the 2017 Commission on Public Rela-
tions Education report, “There was universal agree-
ment that writing is more important than ever – even 
in a digital world – and students need not only be bet-
ter writers, but to be able to write for all channels” (in 
Commission on Public Relations Education, 2018). 

However, writing is noted as a difficult skill for 
PR students to master (Todd, 2009). Teaching stu-
dents to be good PR writers means reframing the tra-
ditional writing approach they’ve been taught since 
grade school, and reprogramming them to write “ef-
fectively.” The idea of effective writing points to the 
ability to write strategically for various publics using 
diverse writing styles (Todd, 2009). In other words, 
PR students must understand how to alter their writ-
ing to fit the audience and channel. 

This type of strategic writing is often difficult for 
students to grasp because they must understand how 
to successfully use “language and symbols to meet 

the variety of business and relationship demands that 
command attention daily” ( Jacques, 2012). Addition-
ally, as communication channels continue to evolve, 
so must communicators. At one time teaching PR 
writing focused on journalistic style and storytelling. 
Today’s PR students must “write effectively in many 
different styles for all media” (Newsom & Haynes, 
2011). As media channels and communication pro-
fessionals continue to evolve, so must the teaching 
and learning done in classroom.  

A Learning-By-Doing Approach 
Teaching students effective PR writing means incor-
porating practice into every lesson. As Kolb (1984) 
said, “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is 
created through the transformation of experience. 
Knowledge results from the combination of grasping 
and transforming experience” (p. 41). 

According to Kolb’s experiential learning the-
ory (ELT), this process of learning is accomplished 
through a four-stage learning cycle that includes en-
countering a new experience or situation, reflecting on 
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the new experience, drawing conclusions and learning 
from the experience, and actively trying out what has 
been learned (McLeod, 2017). This is an ideal learning 
cycle where the learner encounters each base in a way 
that is responsive to both the learning environment 
and topic (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). As stated by Kolb 
& Kolb (2005), experiences lead to observations and 
reflections. The reflections generate abstract concepts 
which create implications that can be actively tested, 
leading to new experiences. Experiential learning is a 
nice fit for applied curriculums, such as PR, especially 
in terms of its ability to breakdown broader theories 
and concepts to more concrete skills that students can 
practice in the classroom (e.g., Fraustino, Briones, & 
Janoske, 2015; Todd, 2009; Wilson, 2012). 

With ELT in mind, while telling students how 
to write effectively for PR helps provide context, the 
students should practice it repeatedly to truly grasp 
the skillset of writing for different audiences. Addi-
tionally, students should reflect on their writing to 
draw conclusions, learn from the experience, and un-
derstand its relevance. Tying explanation to relevance 
is a key approach for teaching effective PR writers. 

Case Study
This paper focuses on three assignments used over 

several years (2015-2018) in a total of seven under-
graduate PR writing sections that use ELT to pair a 
learning-by-doing assignment, reflection, and discus-
sion with real-world application. These assignments 
were created by PR professionals to help bridge the 
gap in expectation between industry and academia. 

1) Timed news release writing: News release 
writing is common in PR, and there is a tradition-
al structure to writing a news release. However, PR 
writing courses often focus more on the structure than 
challenges of applying that structure to media-driven 
deadlines. The goal of this assignment lets students 
experience the structure of new release writing and 
the deadline-driven expectations of the industry. Pri-
or to the assignment the instructor covers new release 
writing structure, newsworthiness, AP style, media 
research and pitching. Students are given a fact sheet 
about an organization, or allowed to choose an orga-
nization familiar to them. With a one-hour deadline 
students are challenged to write a single page release 
ready for publication. Afterward, the class reflects on 
the writing mechanics necessary to create a release 
and the experience of having to write well on dead-
line. Additionally, students peer edit and resubmit the 

assignment for a revised grade similar to the review 
process practitioners follow before they distribute im-
portant communication.

2) Social media editorial calendar: This assign-
ment highlights the differences between personal and 
strategic social media writing by requiring students 
to pre-plan a month of social media content for an 
organization. By conducting research on an organi-
zation of their choice, students explore how brands 
consistently use social media writing to connect with 
their audiences. Just like in the industry, students are 
challenged to plan and write social media content fol-
lowing strategic guidelines that include the consistent 
use of language, hashtags, and tone while adhering to 
content categories and brand standards. Prior to the 
assignment the class discusses the fundamentals of 
writing social media content with an organization’s 
voice and the importance of having a content strategy. 
Students explore how platforms compare and differ, 
and how certain types of content and channels are 
more appropriate for audiences than others. After the 
assignment students reflect on the strategic writing 
approach, how the platforms worked, and the dif-
ferences between personal (ad hoc) and professional 
(strategic) social media writing. 

3) Guest blog post: There are two goals for 
teaching students to write well using a guest blog as-
signment. First, students must understand how lon-
ger-form writing through blogs can build an orga-
nization’s expertise over time. Second, students learn 
the importance of audience analysis and pitching for 
select bloggers and influencers. 

At the start of the assignment, students are in-
structed to choose a topic of interest and review mul-
tiple blogs that matched their thoughts on the topic 
while observing different styles of blog writing. Be-
forehand, the class discusses the foundation of blog 
writing and the importance of understanding a blog’s 
audiences before pitching their post. After the assign-
ment, students reflect on the process of identifying a 
blog, writing for that blog’s audiences, and pitching 
the blog owner for publication. Students also compare 
short-form writing (like social media posts) and lon-
ger-form writing (blogs and website). This includes 
an analysis of outlets and topics, the importance of 
writing for a target audience and the challenges of be-
ing published. Due to the unpredictability of pitching 
and publishing, students who get their blog post pub-
lished receive exemption from a future assignment. 



Teaching Journalism & Mass Communication 9(1), 2019 • 43 

Student Feedback 
Using the ELT method, instructors observe well- 
rounded portfolios of written work from this class, as 
well as increased engagement due to the real-world 
expectations. Further, with approval from the Institu-
tional Review Board, the following course evaluations 
reinforce the importance of ELT in PR writing classes.

Looking at the qualitative responses from eval-
uations, there is consistent acknowledgement for the 
relevance and “real-world” application of these assign-
ments. For example, when asked “What did you like 
the most about this course?” one student said, “How it 
applied what I was learning to the real world.” Anoth-
er student stated, “I really liked creating PR writing 
materials that are actually used in the industry.” 

Another frequent observation is related to the 
learning-by-doing approach assignments. For exam-
ple, one student remarked, “I loved how it was very 
hands-on and useful for our profession.” Another stu-
dent mentioned that the course was “one of the only 
PR classes with actual real world preparation, not 
memorization.”

Additionally, students repeatedly mentioned 
how the course allows for reflection with instructor 
feedback. For example, one student stated, “She gives 
us the opportunity to do activities that help to so-
lidify the information we just learned.” And another 
student mentioned what they liked most about the 
course is “the opportunity to work in class and get 
immediate feedback.”  

Conclusion
The principles of good PR writing are multifaceted, 
evolving, and difficult to teach through a traditional 
approach. For students to be successful they must un-
derstand the strategic approaches to PR writing and 
the importance of media channel selection, tone, and 
audience analysis. The learn-by-doing approach to 
PR gives students a chance to learn through practice 
and reflection. The connection between learning and 
practice ensures educators teach students the most 
important skill to have before beginning a career in 
PR – the ability to write strategically. 

References
Commission on Public Relations Education. (2018). 

A common vision: Fast forward to public rela-
tions future state [Press release]. Retrieved from 
http://www.commissionpred.org/2018/04/a-

common-vision-fast-forward-to-public-rela-
tions-future-state/

Fraustino, J. D., Briones, R., & Janoske, M.. (2015). 
Can every class be a Twitter chat?: Cross-insti-
tutional collaboration and experiential learning 
in the social media classroom. Journal of Public 
Relations Education, 1(1), 1-18.

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience 
as the source of learning and development. Vol. 1. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

McLeod, S. (2017). Kolb’s learning styles and expe-
riential learning cycle. Retrieved from https://
www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html

Jacques, A. (2012, October). The PR classroom of the 
future: 5 educators share advice on teaching the 
Millennial generation. Public Relations Tactics. 

Kolb, A. & Kolb, D. (2005). Learning styles and 
learning spaces: Enhancing experiential learning 
in higher education. Academy of Management 
Learning & Education, 4(2), 193-212. 

Newsom, D., & Haynes, J. (2011). Public relations 
writing: Form & style. 9th ed. Boston, MA: Wad-
sworth, Cengage Learning.

Todd, V. (2009). PRSSA faculty and professional 
advisors’ perceptions of public relations curricu-
lum, assessment of students’ learning, and faculty 
performance. Journalism & Mass Communication 
Educator 64(1), 71-90. 

Wilson, Brenda (2012). Service-learning in the pub-
lic relations classroom: An experiential approach 
to improving students’ critical-thinking and 
problem-solving skills. Teaching Public Relations 
Monograph, 83.

Shana Meganck is an assistant professor at JMU in the 
School of Communication Studies, teaching public rela-
tions classes. She has two main research interests. One fo-
cuses on the intersections of health communication, new 
media and public relations. The other one focuses on ped-
agogy – both public relations-related pedagogy as well 
as broader pedagogical topics such as active learning and 
service learning. Shana has nearly a decade of experience 
working at Richmond-based public relations and adver-
tising agencies with a variety of local and national clients. 

Joshua J. Smith teaches PR writing, media relations and 
graphic design in the Richard T. Robertson School of Me-
dia and Culture. He has worked in communication and 
marketing roles with statewide nonprofit, health care and 
business-to-business organizations.

http://www.commissionpred.org/2018/04/a-common-vision-fast-forward-to-public-relations-future-state/
http://www.commissionpred.org/2018/04/a-common-vision-fast-forward-to-public-relations-future-state/
http://www.commissionpred.org/2018/04/a-common-vision-fast-forward-to-public-relations-future-state/
https://www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html


44 • Meganck and Smith, Embracing public relations writing techniques in the classroom

© Shana Meganck and Joshua Smith, 2019. Licensed 
under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCom-
mercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.


	_GoBack
	_GoBack

