
The reason for my informational interviews was to gain insight from students of the West Virginia University Counseling masters program.   I asked probing questions about the program, classes, financial advice, and what admissions may look for in applicants.  My two interviews went very well and both had a wealth of information about what to expect and how to stand out from the crowd.
My informational interviews were with Sam Snyder and Abby Leslie. They both have their masters in counseling from WVU.  Sam Snyder is currently a therapeutic consultant supervisor at Pace Enterprises.  I met him through a friend of my boyfriend who works at Pace as a therapeutic consultant.  She got approval from Sam for me to contact him and I called him that day to set up an interview time.  Abby Leslie is currently in the Counseling Psychology doctorate program at WVU, and is expected to graduate in the spring of 2012.  I got in contact with Abby through a mutual swimming friend, who messaged her via Facebook. She is currently interning in Ohio, but was in town and nice enough to meet with me on campus.  I received much of the same advice from my two interviews, but also a few differences as Sam is established in the work force and Abby is still a doctorate student.
I met with Sam in his office at Pace Enterprises.  He was very warm and welcoming when I entered the room.  Seeing his enthusiasm gave me the impression that this was going to be a more informal interview, which immediately let me become a little more at ease.  After our introductions and with my questions ready we began our interview.  First, I wanted to get a little background information on his past education.  He told me a story of how he always knew he wanted to be a counselor ever since he was in grade school.  Sam said he saw the counselor at school and knew he would be retiring in ten years, and decided that by the time he was finished with his education that counseling job would be available.  That is exactly what he did.  He stated that he received his undergraduate degree in social studies.  And then went on to receive his masters in counseling at WVU.  
Seeing that Sam is a bit older than I, there were no standardize testing requirements for when he applied for graduate school, and his only advice on that was to study and take the test the college asks and to do my best on it.  He did not apply to any other school because he thinks very highly of West Virginia University and its education.  Because there is more intense competition now than when he went through school, he suggested applying to a few more schools as backups.  
When asked about his classes and how they were, he explained that he enjoyed his classes because it was more of a hands-on experience than a classroom setting.  The group exercises they participated in were set up for better practice.  There were groups of five to six students and they got to use the skills they had learned and actually counsel their own classmates.  Sam believed this method gave a good understanding of what is expected in their careers and how to react appropriately.  
Sam said he really enjoyed his classes because everything he learned in class he could apply to his daily life.  He took a lot out of the classes he was in since the skills he was learning made him realize how important good communication can be in a job setting.  He stated, “due to classes, you are interacting at a higher level because of what you are learning.”  Be believes the interaction between classmates was good practice for the future and also for gaining more insight in to what may really be going on in others’ lives.  He believes that with more education the better the workplace environment will be because of the awareness of communication that has been learned.  Having good communication in the workplace also helps keep all staff in the loop and satisfied.
Sam believes that he found out a lot about himself while taking his classes.  There was a lot that was pointed out during class that he had never even thought of before or even considered, but now was aware of himself, emotions and communication towards others.  He said it brought out his self-awareness more than ever.  Becoming more in tune with his emotions, he also became more sensitive towards others, and thus doesn’t see crying or anxiety as a weakness because those are genuine feelings a person has and no one can help them.

My interview with Sam was very insightful, he made me realize what was expected from me as a future graduate student as well as what went on during classes so I knew what to expect from them.  He was very enthusiastic about his education and his work.  I could tell he was very passionate about his work when I asked him certain questions.  His eyes would light up or he would lean back in his chair as he took time to answer the question thoroughly.  Sam was honest in his answers as he told stories along with them that proved what he had learned really did affect his life.  I had asked him to critique my resume and see what needed improvement; he made one correction and exclaimed that I would be a perfect applicant to work at Pace Enterprises.  I informed him that if my plan for graduate school were to fall through, that I would most likely be contacting him for employment.  He then mentioned I could also start part time right now for more experience if I desired.  
Although I am keeping my options open for now, this was definitely a good networking experience!  I plan to send him a card to thank him for his time this coming week.
Abby Leslie completed her undergraduate degree in psychology at Washington and Jefferson College, and continued on to finish her masters in counseling here at WVU.  She is currently a WVU Counseling Psychology doctoral student.  She only applied to two schools in counseling which were WVU and UVA.  She really liked the atmosphere at WVU, it was closer to Pittsburgh, where she is originally from; although, she did comment on the University of Virginia having a very beautiful campus.  She recommended applying to multiple schools as a precaution.  Abby chose this field because she realized she didn’t like statistics and she really enjoyed the interactive aspect of the program.  Figuring out likes and dislikes was a huge factor in deciding her education path, because she wanted to do something that she would really enjoy doing.  

Abby provided sound advice that I will keep in mind when applying for graduate school. Her advice on references was to make sure I had people who knew my work ethic, how I handle adversity and how well I am able to relate to others.  She said any teachers I have good rapport with and previous employers who would speak highly of me would make for great references. As a fellow swimmer her advice to me for interviews and personal statements was to talk about my experience as a collegiate athlete and how I used my time management skills to get through school and a sport.  
Abby held an internship with the mental health association, an outpatient home.  The clients there were people who didn’t mean to be there, but they couldn’t do things on their own and needed assistance.  She did not do a graduate assistantship, but thinks that it would be a very good idea, especially if it pays for a portion of school.  Abby was fortunate enough to have her parents help her through school that she did not need to worry about her student loans.  However she added that if I lived in the state of West Virginia for at least one year I could try to get in-state tuition which would help greatly for paying for graduate school seeing as I am from Pennsylvania.  
Along with her advice Abby continued to extend information about her classes that I was curious to know about.  She explained how there weren’t really any tests, but the classes had students work together through specific situational problems.  Like Sam, Abby also stated that she had to work in groups of about five to six classmates and they were each assigned a problem that others in the group had to diagnose and work through.  She really enjoyed the interactive-ness of the classes, she said it gave a good idea of the situations they might be put in after graduation and good practice on how to handle each.  
Abby pointed out a few positives and a few negatives about the program, as well.  A few of the negatives were that it is very difficult to separate self from client.  “Sometimes you can really relate to a client and know their emotions and it’s difficult to not get too involved or attached,” she explained.  I can definitely see the difficulty in separating self from client.  A positive she took from her graduate experience was that she made a lot of connections which helped pave the way for her doctoral program.  She also stated if I was not interested in a doctorate, it would still count as having made great connections in the work force as well.  Abby explained how all the professors were very encouraging which helped in so many ways. 

Abby made the same statement the Sam had made earlier; they both agreed they learned about themselves in the process of getting their masters in counseling.  They both also claimed that the skills they learned were applicable to their daily lives.  They said these classes will make you think of things you had never thought of before and try to apply what you learned to what you are experiencing.  Each interviewee expressed how important learning how to understand different situations can be and how to adapt to each one.  They both also expressed that they learned how to have patience for each client because it is about them, not you and taking time to listen and understand what they are experience is a key component for counseling. 
Overall I believe my interviews were very informative.  If I am accepted into the graduate program I am very excited to be learning all these new tools.  The fact that the skills I will be learning is beneficial for day to day life is very interesting, I am interested to see how I can put these skills to use.  Also, I know what is expected when applying to a program and how to impress admissions.  

The experience of these interviews also helped me practice talking with potential employers in the future.  The more practice I have in interviewing the better I will become and the more likely I will have the ability to talk about myself without sounding like I’m bragging but rather I know what I can contribute to the company itself.  I was nervous, which Sam pointed out during my interview with him, but I remained professional and calm and was very attentive to what Sam and Abby had to say about their graduate school experience.  I plan to try to keep in touch with each of them for any advice and ties to other opportunities they may be able to help me with.  Each of them will be sent a card thanking them for their time.  I think I made some good networking opportunities and am excited for the future.
Elyse Fisher
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