CLOSE UP ON INDUSTRY

Breaking into a Media Career


The DVD that accompanies this book contains a series of “Media Tours” that will take you inside several media companies.  For those who are interested in pursuing careers in the media, there are a handful of guidelines and suggestions:

1.
Extracurricular Activities  First, take advantage of on-campus opportunities related to your field of interest.  If you are interested in journalism, volunteer to work on your campus paper.  Many campuses today also have radio stations and television studios at which students can work.  Some also have advertising and public relations offices that will accept student volunteers or part-time workers.  Sometimes a campus work experience will show you what area of a field you are interested in; other times, it might show you that you aren’t really interested in that career, and guide you toward your true calling.

2.
Coursework  Second, choose courses that develop the skills that are in demand.  Most employers, in most types of companies, look for three things in prospective employees:  good communication skills, good information technology (computer) skills, and a well rounded general education.  Courses in media-related areas are also important, but not for the reasons you might think.  Media employers usually do not believe you are going to learn how to perform a specific job in your college classes.  The industries change too quickly for that, and employer needs tend to be too specific.  Managers know they are going to have to train you to perform the functions they need done.  However, coursework in media areas shows that you are interested in their industry, and that you have a general knowledge of what that industry is all about.  These courses also enable you to work on special projects that you can list on a résumé and show to a potential employer.  If you apply at a movie studio, for example, there is a good chance that an executive there might be interested in the research you did into new movie technologies, or movies on the Web. 

3.
Internships  Third, take advantage of internship opportunities.  Many colleges now offer the opportunity for students to work in a local industry and earn academic credit for doing so.  Generally, the internship has to be set up both with the local company and with the college department.  You should begin planning for your internship several months before you plan to take it.  Find out what the policies are at your college, and which local media companies are available.  Generally, you can inquire at the employment or human relations department at the company to find out about their policies on internships.  

4. 
Off campus work  Consider a part-time or temporary job at a local media company, such as the town newspaper or an Internet start-up.  This type of job often does not involve college credit or the supervision of an academic advisor, but it does have the advantage of generating income and helping you gain valuable experience.  Also, do not forget the entrepreneurial route.  If there are no internships or jobs available, or if you are the type of person who likes to work for yourself rather than an employer, there are many media fields that lend themselves to self-starters. If you find a failing barber shop, for example, you could help save it by organizing an advertising and public relations campaign that includes drawings for free haircuts and circulars delivered to neighborhood homes.  Working on a percentage of new business generated, you could earn a fair commission as well as invaluable experience to tell a future employer about.

5.
Networking  “Network” in this sense means to develop contacts with and open up lines of communication with industry professionals.  They are usually busy people, but they often don’t mind offering advice to college students.  Sometimes industry professionals can be met when they come to your school as guest speakers.  Other contacts might be made by arranging to interview media practitioners, if only over the telephone or by e-mail, for college projects and papers.  Also, make a habit of reading the professional publications in your field of interest.  Organizations such as the National Association of Broadcasters and the Newspaper Publishers Association of America have student branches that your professor can give you leads to, or you can find over the Internet.  Participation at conferences of student media organizations is also good for networking.  If you happen to find a media professional you particularly admire and get along with, you might want to ask him or her to mentor you.  A mentor is a professional you can seek out for advice on a regular basis.

