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 Reflection is spending careful consideration on a topic: as the end of my college career 

quickly approaches, I spend increasingly more time reflecting on the choices I have made and the 

goals I want to achieve in my future.  My ultimate career goal is to teach communication studies.  

In order to achieve that goal, I know that I must earn at least a master's degree - my 

undergraduate classes, internship, and extracurricular activities have created an excellent base to 

boost my likelihood of earning a spot in a graduate program. 

 I have always wanted to be a teacher, but before I discovered communication studies I 

wanted to teach high school English.  When I was a senior in high school, I took COMM 100 

(Principles of Human Communication) at West Virginia University.  In COMM 100, I learned 

that communication studies is the study of human communication messages: each week I learned 

about a different communication emphasis, including computer-mediated-communication, 

interpersonal communication, organizational communication, etc.  I knew right away that I fell in 

love with communication studies, although I thought that I would be most interested in media 

and organizational communication.  I took a media communication course and an organizational 

communication course at WVU once I officially started college, but quickly found that those 

were not the right sectors of communication for me.   

 Simultaneously, I had begun to explore an interest in the patient-provider relationship 

after attending follow-up oncology appointments with my husband for a cancer that he had when 

he was a teenager: he was treated in the children's hospital and attributes much of his survival to 



being treated in a loving and caring environment.  However, the appointments that I attend with 

him are in the cancer center, and his physician comes across as less than caring - on more than 

one occasion this doctor has spoken with his hand on the doorknob.  This experience sparked an 

overall interest in health communication, so I decided to see if a college course in health 

communication would ignite or extinguish the initial spark.   

 COMM 309 (Health Communication) was more interesting than I had expected.  Not 

only did I enjoy learning more about the patient-provider relationship, I found other topics to be 

of interest to me.  One of these topics was health literacy.  Literacy in this sense can reflect a 

person's ability to read and comprehend prescriptions, decipher pictorial images (maybe a 

hamburger) and tie them to their meaning (take pill with food), or even follow physician 

instructions.  During a medical encounter, it is always important to remember that not everyone 

understands what you are saying, and it is essential to check for comprehension.  A popular 

technique in healthcare is to have the patient summarize the conversations you have with them 

regarding their treatment options and plans.   

 Additional experience in the health and medical communication context has affirmed my 

interest in studying this type of communication.  I recently completed the supplemental 

educational materials (chapter outlines, test questions, and PowerPoint slides) for a medical 

communication book written by Dr. Ted Avtgis and Dr. E. Phillips Polack.  In addition to the 

experience giving me more practice in this discipline, I have also gained important skills that can 

help me succeed in graduate school.  For example, this is the most in-depth reading of a textbook 

that I have ever completed: I not only read the material, but organized it, prioritized the 

importance of each topic covered, and established what questions should be asked on an exam.  



Plus, I get to add this honor to my vita; not many undergraduate students can add 

accomplishments to their vita. 

 Aside from obtaining experience in health communication, I have also been focusing on 

research experience as I know that graduate schools look for research experience and emphasize 

research training during their programs.  Two required courses for communication studies majors 

at WVU are COMM 200 (Communication Theory and Research 1) and COMM 201 

(Communication Theory and Research 2).  In addition to these introductory courses, I have taken 

PSYC 202 (Research Methods in Psychology), COMM 401 (Advanced Communication 

Research Methods), ECON 225 (Business Economics and Statistics), and am currently interning 

at Communication Research Reports.   

 Knowing the importance of understanding theoretical framework and concepts came to 

me during my time in COMM 200.  I remember a specific mental connection that I made 

between my previous understanding of source, encoding, message, channel, decoding, and 

receiver and what I came to know as the functioning process of communication.  My professor 

drew those six terms and connected them with a line, showing the movement of the message as it 

is encoded by the source and then sent through a channel to be decoded by the receiver.  Then 

my professor added curved line from receiver back to sender, representing the important role that 

feedback plays in interactions; she also added the word "noise" to the growing model and 

explained how physiological, psychological, and physical noise interfere with all the aspects of 

communication.  Finally the professor showed how communication is a transactional process by 

adding another curved line, this time from sender to receiver.  The model now looked like a map 

of communication as I experienced every day, with people talking back and forth.  This lesson 

was the most important day in the course for me because I finally saw how human 



communication could be studied - what once seemed like a random jumble of interactions now 

had a pattern and an order.  By recalling this day and how I came to conceptualize human 

communication, I will know to apply a similar learning process to more complex information 

found in graduate education courses.  Beyond learning how to conceptualize a social science, I 

also learned about the working evolution of a theory.  Before this class, I thought that theories 

were basically proven facts.  COMM 200 taught me that theories are plastic.  One specific 

example is the transition from use of the Uncertainty Reduction Theory (URT) to the Uncertainty 

Management Theory (UMT).  At first it was thought that people always want to reduce their 

uncertainty and so the URT was created to explain how people chose to reduce their uncertainty: 

however, in situations such as chronic illness of a close family member, some people find 

comfort in not knowing if/when their family member will die - it makes living day to day easier.  

Therefore, researchers came up with the UMT to explain how people manage (not necessarily 

reduce) their uncertainty.  Understanding the roles that theories play in research, especially how 

they can change throughout time, will assist me in grad school. 

 After COMM 200 I took COMM 201, which focused more on how to conduct research 

than understanding previous theories.  I learned basic statistical analysis, starting with the 

difference between descriptive statistics (what the data shows) and inferential statistics 

(conclusions we can draw from the data) and ending with the calculation of simple chi-square 

problems (when the two variables are both nominal), t-tests (when one variable is nominal and 

the other is interval), and ANOVA tests (when there are more than two variables).  I learned how 

to classify variables on the NOIR scale (Nominal is a category, Ordinal is a rank assigned to a 

category, Interval is an equidistant rank assigned to a category, and Ratio is an equidistant rank 

assigned to a category where a response of "0" indicates no change).  I also learned how the 



validity of an experiment can be assessed, across three dimensions (ecological - how similar the 

setting is to real life, external - how generalizable the results are to the real world, and internal - 

absence of research-threatening practices or results).   

 I gained a different lens for social science in the PSYC 202 course.  We had a lecture that 

regurgitated what I learned in COMM 201 but added a psychological spin.  The lab portion of 

this class proved to be most useful to me.  We learned how to input data into SPSS, which is the 

same program that the communication studies department uses.  We also practiced writing 

sections of a manuscript, ending the semester with an APA-style research proposal.  I did my 

proposal on a health communication experiment, which explored the relationship between 

patients and their healthcare providers during a diagnosis scenario; the independent/manipulated 

variable was the doctor's communication style and the dependent/measured variable was patient 

satisfaction with the interaction.  Writing the abstract, literature review, method, results, 

discussion, and limitations sections gave me invaluable experience with academic writing, which 

carried over to my advanced research methods course. 

 The focus of COMM 401 is gaining tangible research experience.  We conducted three 

research projects based on ideas that the professor had come up with - one on nonverbal 

immediacy behaviors, one on intercultural students, and one on sports fandom as culture.  My 

role in this class was to read the articles that were given to me and put them in a concise 

academic format, similar to a literature review.  After all three projects were started, we were 

split into four groups to focus on the nonverbal immediacy study, which we were invited to share 

at the 2010 Eastern Communication Association (ECA) Conference.  My group was responsible 

for understanding attachment styles and presenting about our findings at the ECA conference.  I 

helped our group's presenter prepare for the panel, and attended the panel.  This is the most 



hands-on experience I have with survey research.  I think that personal experience with 

completing a research project will help me succeed in graduate school because not all 

undergraduate students get such great practice under the close guidance of a professor. 

 I took ECON 225 as my statistics requirement for graduation.  This class looked at 

statistics in an applied way, which improved my understanding of how the calculations are used 

in research.  I learned to solve complex equations, starting off the semester with knowing all 

necessary information up front, and progressing toward missing numbers and how to extract 

them from the research for statistical analysis.  Everything I learned in this course will help me in 

grad school, both in statistics classes and in my own research. 

 I am currently doing an internship for one of the ECA research journals called 

Communication Research Reports (CRR).  My title is Editorial Assistant, and I am in charge of 

supervising the flow of manuscripts through the communication systems of the journal.  I am 

getting my name out all across the field of communication studies, which is relatively small for 

an area of academia.  People like James McCroskey, "Father of Communication", now know my 

name!  This is such an amazing opportunity and I am so thankful that I was able to take this 

project on.  I have already learned so much from this experience, including how the process of 

blind review works and getting access to new information in the field.  I can compare reviews to 

written manuscripts so that I can see what experts look for in a manuscript, problems that they 

find in studies, and also what they want to see in a topic or in the methodology.  We have also 

updated CRR to ScholarOne, an online manuscript-submission system.  Many journals across the 

world use this system, and I already know how it works - this knowledge will take away some of 

the anxiety that comes along with submitting a manuscript for review.  My experience with CRR 

will definitely help me get into grad school: some schools may recognize my name, or they could 



want to accept me based on my affiliation and experience with a journal.  This has been the 

ultimate internship opportunity. 

 All of these collegiate experiences have made me marketable to any communication 

graduate program.  As I reflect, I believe that I am well-rounded as an undergraduate student, but 

there are certainly more things that I could have done: I could have completed an undergraduate 

thesis, I could have taken more statistics courses, I could have interned as a research assistant, I 

could have completed a second bachelor's degree in psychology (which I thought about at one 

point), or could have tried to find employment in the communication department.  However, at 

the end of the day, I have to take pride in what I have accomplished and not focus on the things I 

haven't accomplished.   

 I am really proud of the four years I have spent at West Virginia University earning my 

communication studies degree: I have taken great classes, landed a fabulous internship, and 

followed up with extracurricular activities.  I have found a passion for health communication, 

and it is a passion that I hope to explore more in depth in graduate school and in the career that 

follows my education.  Thanks to these experiences at WVU, especially in the communication 

studies department, I can look toward my future with my head held high. 

 
  
 


