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P.R. takes on new urgency in troubled times
There’s an old adage that says that you
never get a second chance to make a first
impression. In our globalized, highly competitive world this saying has never been
truer. Fortunately for those who depend on a
positive public impression, there are experts
in the field known as public relations specialists. And while the term public relations
has oftentimes been used as a pejorative, its
own perception has changed dramatically.
“That was the image of public relations 20
or more years ago. We were known as the ‘spin
doctors,’ but not anymore,” said Isaac Blankson,
associate professor and chair of the department
of speech communications at Southern Illinois
University Edwardsville. “People are smarter
and our profession has evolved into becoming
more credible and trustworthy.”
Blankson was born in Sekondi, on the western coast of Ghana. He obtained his bachelor’s degree in geography at the University
of Ghana, a master’s in development studies
at the University of Oslo, Norway, a master’s
in international affairs at Ohio University
and a doctorate in communication, also from
Ohio University.
While the term public relations has connotations of trying to make people look
good, Blankson said that that is not always
the case, adding that the current definition
of public relations is “building mutually
beneficial relationships.”
“Public relations evolved in the sense
that professionals, scholars and academicians realized that they wanted their organization to really function effectively in the
community in which they are operating,”
said Blankson. “They could not always be on
the side of the organization. We have to be
on the side and advocate for the clients, the
community and the public as well.” In an era
of financial crisis and with a highly polarized society, Blankson said that effective
public relations is more crucial than ever.
“There was a time when if companies
were downsizing, for example, one of the
first departments to go would be the public
relations department,” Blankson said. “And
there was a simple reason for that. They
did not understand the value of public relations.” But now, he explained, most compa-
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Dr. Isaac Blankson engaged in a discussion with his students.
nies understand the value of what he calls
“friendship” between the company and the
public. “We have situations where organizations have messed up, images destroyed, so
we have to come in and build and restore
that image.” He pointed to the negative
image that British Petroleum suffered after
the 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil spill. BP, he
explained, utilized all avenues to restore its
image, including the use of social media.
The Internet, Blankson said, has changed the
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Last year, as a sixth grader, Luo won his classroom’s Geography
Bee, Lincoln Middle School’s Rob Stroud Memorial Geography Bee,
and also qualified for state.
Although Luo did study somewhat for the Lincoln Geography Bee
last year, he said he was a little surprised he won. “I did study for
it a little bit with the geographic dictionary,” Luo said. “I thought
some eighth graders would beat me, but that didn’t happen.”
Lincoln Middle School Principal Steve Stuart explained how winners from each of the schools across the state are narrowed down to
the top qualifiers for the state competition.
“Every school winner takes a written test, and the top 100 scorers
from those go to state,” Stuart said.
Luo explained that at the state competition, the 100 qualifiers are
narrowed down to the top 10 through preliminary rounds of questions asked orally.
Typical questions asked of the students are: The Gadsden Purchase
included which present-day state? A). New Mexico B). Iowa C).
Alaska.
Or another sample question is: Which West African country did
NOT take its name from an ancient African kingdom? A). Senegal,
B). Ghana C). Benin.
Luo not only reached the top 10 last year at state but also placed
third in last year ’s National Geography Bee state competition. “I
was actually very nervous last year,” he admitted.
This year as the Geography Bee season rolled around and with two
state competitions under his belt, Luo was even more confident. “I
didn’t study at all,” he said about this year ’s school competition.
Luo again won his classroom bee, Lincoln Middle School’s bee and
took the state qualifying test.
Carla Fink, the Lincoln Middle School Geography Bee Sponsor,
said that they found out just last week that Luo had qualified yet
again for the state competition and will be representing Lincoln
Middle School when he travels to the College of DuPage in Glen
Ellyn on April 5 to compete in this year ’s state competition.
State winners are invited to National Geographic headquarters
in Washington, D.C., in May to compete in the national finals for
scholarships in the amount of $25,000, $15,000 and $10,000. The top
10 national finalists compete in a televised show hosted by famous
Jeopardy game show host Alex Trebek.
Luo said that to prepare for the state competition he “usually
reads geographic books or goes onto a Web site called Sporcle” and
takes geographic quizzes.
He also noted that geography is one of his favorite subjects in
school. Luo’s extracurricular activities include being a member of
the Lincoln Middle School Math Team and Scholar Bowl.
“We are extremely proud of Robert advancing in this competition and hope he will continue with this success at the next round,”
Stuart said. “I think since he was there as a sixth grader, the nerves
are gone, and Robert will do great and hopefully advance to the
national level.”

way public relations is practiced.
“The Internet is actually helping our profession,” he said. “These technologies can
enhance our profession and build our relationship with clients. It has made it easier for
us to speed up our contact with clients and
the public. Now the flip side and scary part
of it is that we do not have control of anything anymore. If you do not have control in
your profession, how do you function? A 10year-old boy who knows a bit about comput-

ers can create havoc to a company’s image.”
Still, he said that he believes that certain elements of public relations will never change.
“We still relate to people,” he said.
“Regardless of technology, we still need that
face-to-face human connection to be effective. I always tell my students to never forget
about the importance and value of the human
being that you are shaking hands with.”
One of the subjects his department teaches is public speaking, which has become

an increasing necessary skill in today’s
world. “At SIUE a class in public speaking
is required,” he said. “So every freshman
has to take that as part of their education
requirement. My instructors tell me that over
time those who have taken that class and the
advance public speaking class do better in
other classes when they have to deal with
presentations.” He said that the most common mistake people make when speaking in
public is that they do not prepare enough.
“I think there is some element of credibility in the idea that the root of all our human
problems is communication,” Blankson said.
“You have to look at it in the sense of understanding each other and using language
itself and non-verbal language, which causes
a lot of misinterpretation, disinformation,
confusion and conflict.”
Effective communication, he said, facilitates the understanding of many different
cultures. “I just published with two of my
colleagues an article looking at the recent crisis in Japan (due to the tsunami) and cultural
differences in public relations’ responses,”
Blankson said. “It is very true that before we
make judgments on whether the Japanese
government responded effectively or not, we
have to look at the culture and what it takes
in terms of behavior. Before I throw stones
at you I need to understand where you are
coming from.” This level of understanding
through communication is something he
strives to provide for his own students.
“I personally think I give them something
different to what they already know of or
have been exposed to,” he said. “I take them
mostly beyond the confines of the U.S. and
give them a lot of examples that are global.”
Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the College of
Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” can be heard
every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on WSIE,
88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_Arts_
Sciences@siue.edu.

Girl Scouts plan cookie booths
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It’s not too late to purchase your favorite
Girl Scout Cookies. Girl Scouts of Southern
Illinois is hosting Cookie Booth weekends on
the following dates: March 22-24, April 5-7
and April 12-14. During Cookie
Booth Weekends, Girl Scouts across southern
Illinois sell cookies at community establishments. Customers get cookies in hand, while
girls get to work as a team to develop valuable
skills that will serve their futures. To find a
Cookie Booth in your area, use Little Brownie
Bakers’ Cookie Locator at http://cookielocator.littlebrownie.com/, visit girlscoutcookies.
org or call Girl Scouts of Southern Illinois at
800.345.6858. There are also Girl Scout Cookie
Finder apps for both Apple and Android
phones and tablets.
The Girl Scout Cookie Program is the largest
girl-led business in the country and generates immeasurable benefits for girls and their

communities. Girls who participate in the
2013 Girl Scout Cookie Program benefit from
“learning by earning” and develop five valuable life skills – goal setting, decision making,
money management, people skills and business ethics.
Girls then use their proceeds to support their
chosen activities for the year, to fund community service and leadership projects, to attend
summer camp and to travel to destinations
near and far. In addition, proceeds from the
program help Girl Scouts of Southern Illinois
recruit and train adult volunteers, provide
financial assistance so Girl Scouting is available
to all girls, improve and maintain camp properties and develop and deliver extensive program
activities for girls.
The Girl Scout Mission is that Girl Scouting
builds girls of courage, confidence and character
who make the world a better place. Today’s Girl
Scouts not only enjoy camping and crafts, but
they also explore math and science and learn

about diversity, good citizenship, leadership
and teamwork. Girl Scouting is the place where
girls experience the fun, friendship and power
of girls together.
Girl Scouts of Southern Illinois serves 14,000
girls and 4,800 adult volunteers in more than 40
counties in southern Illinois.
Girl Scouting has inspired more than 50 million girls and women since its founding in 1912.
Girl Scouting is focused on providing a premier
Girl Scout Leadership Experience for girls in the
21st century, while ensuring the traditions and
values that have been core to Girl Scouting since
its beginning remain strong and relevant.
Girl Scouts of Southern Illinois is a not-forprofit organization supported by various United
Ways throughout the region.
Girl Scouts is a Proud Partner of United
Way. For more information, please contact
Erin Johnson, Communications and Marketing
Manager at 800.345.6858, ext. 1133 or e-mail
ejohnson@gsofsi.org.
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It’s been nine months since the ground was broken in June of 2012
and the project has moved forward quite smoothly.
“Everything has pretty much gone on the timeline that we expected
and everything has been great,” said VanMatre.
This has been a major source of excitement for the members of the
community who have watched the building take shape and opening
night looks to be busy.
“Everybody has been really supportive so far, but you just never
really know what you’re going to get. We’re excited to see what happens,” said VanMatre.
Initially, dining hours will be from 4 p.m. to 10 p.m. Monday
through Thursday, 4 p.m. to 11 p.m. on Friday and Saturday and 4
p.m. to 9 p.m. Sunday with bar service continuing until late night
daily.
Lunch service will begin at a later date.
“It’s been a long process for us. We're excited to open the doors and
we're excited for everybody to give us a shot,” said VanMatre.
For more information or to view the complete menu visit www.
mikeshannonsgrill.com or call 655-9911.
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The award-winning string orchestra, PrimaVera, based at the National School for the Arts in Hradec Kralove, Czech Republic.

CONCERT
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"One night, he sang for us and I was amazed at
his voice. He has an incredibly deep voice. He will
be singing Handel’s "Messiah" along with some
people from his church to provide backup vocals.”
Along with classical selections, the string orches-

tra will perform familiar Broadway songs such as
"The Pink Panther Theme" and Les Miserables’ "I
Dreamed a Dream. "
Audience members will also be treated to several
famous encores such as "We Are the Champions"
– a favorite Queen tune and the "Love Polka" by
Vejvoda.
The orchestra has toured extensively in
central Europe including Austria, Belgium,
France, Germany, Poland and Switzerland
and won the title of Absolute Winner at the

Summa Cum Laude orchestra competition in
Vienna, Austria, in 2008.
"This is the first symphony performance held at
our church,” Pinkley said. “If this works well, I’m
hoping we can create some more opportunities
such as this.”
Holiday Shores Baptist Church is located at
6521 Moro Road, just one mile east of Route
159. The church seats 200 people and is handicap
accessible. For more information contact Pastor
Wes Pinkley at 618-377-7729.

