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Catherine McCormick 

 It was her first job as an intern for the Patriot News. The assignment: write a profile of 

the First Female Adjutant General of the Pennsylvania National Guard. When she arrived, the 

General was in full uniform with two American flags beside her for the photographer, and her 

Press Secretary there to monitor the interview. Catherine was terrified, but not wanting them to 

know she was an intern kept it professional. The interview lasted about 45 minutes, but within 

the first five seconds, Catherine's pen ran out of ink. It was the only pen she brought. 

 “Believe it or not it was the Three Mile Island accident that sent me back to school. We 

were official evacuees from TMI back when my daughter was a baby. I was very interested in 

the environment. So yes, my path has been extraordinarily twisty.” 

 After graduating high school Catherine began working full time. She was a secretary for 

the State for four years, and then worked with the Harrisburg Housing Authority for about a year 

and a half. She then worked as a secretary at the Hershey Medical Center, in the school, for 

another couple years until her daughter was born. After the nuclear meltdown Catherine decided 

she wanted to go back to school, and received her Associates Degree in Liberal Arts from 

HACC . While finishing up at HACC she focused more on pottery. She took a break from school 

at that point and her and a business partner opened their own pottery studio in downtown 

Harrisburg.  



 Catherine found running a business to be interesting, because pottery is what they made, 

but in order to do sell it you need administration. 

 “And believe it or not its the administration I liked. So there are times when you learn 

things about yourself that you didnt know were really there.” 

 While in Harrisburg Catherine continued working on her pottery career by going to craft 

shows, selling pottery, and teaching pottery classes. She then expanded her business when she 

moved her studio to Pittsburgh, and had a storefront gallery that she and a couple others put 

together. After a while, Catherine began to feel as though the self employed artistic life lacked 

comradery. It was the same day in and day out. She then decided to take a job at Carnegie 

Science Center Museum as a part time presenter on the floor. Over just a couple years she 

worked her way up to being Program Educational Coordinator. 

 “I had did all that with an associates degree while most people I worked with had a 

Bachelors or Masters degree.” 

 After a few years Catherine began looking for jobs back in the area. Without a Bachelors 

she could not even get one interview. The good job she had at Carnegie was because she worked 

her way up to it. This inspired her to go back for another degree and in 2001 Catherine received 

her Bachelors Degree in Communications from Penn State Harrisburg. 

 Some of the time while in school Catherine worked for JPL Productions which is a multi-

media production company in Harrisburg as their Director of Communications. After receiving 

her Bachelors she left JPL and worked as a consultant where she did PR, marketing for 

individual clients and wrote grants. She was self employed again. 

 While working as a consultant one of Catherine's biggest clients who was in a non-profit 

organization outside of DC offered me a full time job as Deputy Execute Director for the non-



profit organization. This incident is what Catherine considers one of her worst setbacks. Living 

in DC is extremely expensive so what would have been a good salary for Harrisburg, wasn't a 

good salary for DC. Catherine and her husband ended up southern York county where she tried 

to commute. It only lasted until she quit after 9 months because it wasn't the job I thought it was 

going to be. She considers this to be one of her worst setbacks. 

 “Taking that job was probably a mistake. It taught me that doing something for the 

money is almost always a mistake. At the time when I accepted that position I had an active 

client roster of 3 or 4 different organizations that I was actively writing grants for and starting to 

build up my business as a consultant. When I took that job that all went away other than the 

client that I took the job for. So I couldn't really go back so I lost a lot of momentum taking that 

position. And I took it because my car was broken I needed a new car and the money was good.” 

 After the bump in the road she decided to go back and pursue her Masters degree while 

continuing to be a consultant. In 2004 Catherine received her Masters degree in Interdisciplinary 

Humanities. 

 While in school Catherine says her class, Writing for the Media is what made her decide 

to write. She enjoyed doing the research, interviews, and putting it all together. During the class 

one of her classmates was going to be the editor of the CAP Times the following year. One day 

he turned to her and said, 'Hey I'm going to be the editor of the CAP Times next year and you're 

going to write for me.' She agreed and started working for the CAP Times in 1999 and wrote 

about 3-4 stories every time the paper was published for the next 3 years.  

 Her first real internship was for the Patriot News. Because she didn't need six credits and 

was busy being the editor of CAP Times Catherine decided to do the internship at 20 hours a 

week rather than 40 hours a week. She describes this as one of her biggest internship 



disappointments. She was assigned to the city desk in the evenings. Therefore she would start at 

4:00 in the afternoon and worked until midnight 2 days a week and then worked on Sundays. 

With these hours she never had an opportunity to meet and work with the main newspaper staff 

because they weren't there. They would go home at 4 or 5:00 during the week or they weren't 

there on Sundays. She didn't have an opportunity to interact with a lot of the staff there.  

 Although she worked with the skeleton crew, Catherine says she did learn important 

things from the internship.  

 “It's really scary to know that the option of writer's block is not an option. There were 

times when I had 45 minute turn around time. From the time that they assigned something to me 

till the time I had to turn it in. I'd go up to around noon or 1:00 on a Sunday. I'd interview a 

dozen people then I'd get back and have to have the story completely written and filed by 5pm. 

And when they say deadline, they mean DEADline. It's gotta be in, there's absolutely no way 

around it.” 

 Catherine says she enjoys writing because she likes to make things clearer for people. 

She compares journalism to teaching. Both should be as unbiased as possible, and you have to 

pick out which pieces of information you want to tell your audience. Same thing goes well 

making a lesson plan for a class. She says if you like researching and planning, you will like 

teaching. However, deciding when she wanted to become a professor came at her a little 

backwards. Being self employed you send a check to your client and you could get paid in a 

week, 2 weeks, a month, or sometimes not at all. Teaching was a more solid, reliable income. 

 So what advice does Catherine have for Communication undergrads? 

 “Go well beyond the classroom. Anything that you learn in the classroom in this program 

you want to practice it much more than what you accomplish in the classroom. In the classroom 



your basically given a taste. For instance if you want to be a journalist and you want to write for 

newspapers, go down to the CAP Times, volunteer your time, and write as many articles a week 

as you can. Make them strong journalistic articles. If you want to do graphic design, volunteer 

your time for CAP Times and layout a newspaper every 2 weeks for however long your here.  

 The other thing is is to constantly be building your portfolio. I kept a copy of every 

article that I wrote for CAP Times, articles for Patriot News, every audio project I produced. It 

needs to be as professional as possible so if you get feedback from a professor that says 'this 

could have been stronger' make is stronger, reproduce it, put it in a situation where you can hand 

it to an employer. I've had students who have graduated that want to come back and work on 

projects because now the employers are asking for it and they don't have the software at home. 

Do it while your here. Everything you produce in these classes should be thinking portfolio.” 

 Catherine believes the key to getting ahead is to always deliver more than is expected. 

Her current projects include assisting in redesign of the School of Humanities Website, working 

on the School of Humanities Newsletter, and creating a School of Humanities Facebook group to 

be able to contact students about on campus events faster than the newsletter. 


