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What is journalism?  According to Bill Kovach and Tom Rosensteil, journalism is a way for a society to gain information about the community in order to be free and self-governing.  Within journalism, there must be several factors or criteria that are to be met.  Kovach and Rosensteil set these factors in their book, The Elements of Journalism.  Of the elements mentioned, the authors stated that journalism should require verifying information.  They also said that journalism requires a forum open to public opinion and a compromise.  Lastly,  journalism should also make the significant information interesting and relevant to the readers.  Of the mentioned criteria, The Philadelphia Inquirer from Wednesday, November 30, 2011, both follows the standards and, at times, does not follow the elements of journalism, according to K&R.


The first element concerns journalism being a way for citizens to gain the information they need to be free and self-governing.  The element talks about the theory of an interlocking public.  Meaning, there are three groups of public; the involved, the interested, and the uninterested.  According to K&R, we all are in each group depending on the issue.  If the issue interests us and we have a background knowledge, strong or general, then we become a part of a group.  The goal of the journalists is to create a general understanding to ensure that every citizen can know what is going on in the article addressed.  They state, “the responsibility of journalism is to facilitate the understanding that allows the sort of compromise on which governance of a complex interlocking public depends” (K&R 27).  The citizens should not be let into a world where they have to guess what certain stereotypes or vocabulary of a different discourse means.  The citizens, as a right to being in a democratic society, should be given the general understanding.


For instance, I do not stay current on issues concerning politics.  I sometimes find myself attempting to read an article and getting scared or disinterested because I do not know the background knowledge on the topic being discussed.  The jargon used for political articles confuses me as a reader.  I read the article, “Cain tells staff he's reassessing staying in GOP race”.  Before reading the actual article, I had to research what the acronym stood for.  After gaining this knowledge, I began to read the article.  Getting past the acronym was the hardest part.  The article contained enough background information for me or any reader.  I read the article as an uninterested person in the interlocking public.  The author, David Goldstein, gave specific names, date, and quotations to help better understand the issue (A8).  When I understood the who, what, where, when, why, and how, I understood a greater picture.  I was able to form an opinion about Cain as a presidential candidate. 


By presenting an article for all readers, journalists can help create a larger community.  By reading the article I was able to participate in the political discourse.  I gained a knowledge that formed an opinion about a topic that would help me in the future presidential election.  K&R said that when coverage focuses on the political guru and leaves behind those without such a strong knowledge base, it fails the true meanings of journalism (K&R 26).  This article is quite the opposite.  It allowed for myself and other readers to view an issue by creating a broad picture using specific details and events past and present.


Not only does a reader need to be provided information, such as knowledge on political issues, that helps them to live a democratic lifestyle, she also needs the information to be truthful.  Information provided should be supported with the proper references or sources.  This helps a reader to trust the journalist.  Providing reliable information is essential.  It is the journalist's duty to supply verified facts to the public.  They must set aside biases and refrain from making judgments to ensure that they are providing citizens with the most direct and truthful statements possible.  Also, with the use of technology, journalists rush to get things published for the public's eye because they want to be first.  Without second guessing the work submitted for public viewing, journalists work to creating something the quickest rather than something that is the truest.  


In the Inquirer, there is a story about a seizure of weapons in the Upper Darby school system.  In the article, “Upper Darby school seizes weapons; two arrested”, Mari A. Schaefer writes about an incident involving two students making a deal over weapons.  She gives the specifics about the weapons and what actions will be taken place with the boys.  She also says that the student who sold the gun has, “significant mental issues and has been involuntarily committed” (Schaefer B2).  She lacks what the mental issues the boy may have had and where he was committed.  Also, if the student had these mental issues, why was he allowed near his relatives guns in the first place?  Did the mental issues just surface?  The reader is left with questions about where this information came from.  Any student who was selling fire arms to another student could be considered to have mental issues.  What makes them severe?  Was he diagnosed with any disease?  This piece of information adds to the story; however, it may be for dramatic effect.  It may also be Schaefer's own personal bias.  Maybe she believes that students who bring fire arms to school have issues.  The reader does not know this because the information is not provided.  Schaefer did not even given the institution or hospital to which the student was admitted.  This may be due to his minor status but, there needs to be more information that reveals more about the statement.


While the article on the Upper Darby school systems lacks verification of relevant facts, the article in the Inquirer about a drug lord gives specific facts and the appropriate source to which the facts came from.  The article, “Kensington man guilty in drug ring”, focuses on a local man who has been convicted of distribution of drugs.  The article does a splendid job of identifying key information about the man and his court hearings as well as the correct sources.  While talking about the court hearings, George Anastasia, the staff writer, gives clear dates and specific names of the testimonies.  His facts are straight to the point and direct from the sources, paraphrased or quotations.  He not only describes the process by which the man was sentenced and details that follow, but he also includes specific details from a BBC documentary highlighting the same man who was convicted (Anastasia B4).  His sources are reliable.  None of the facts presented pose questions that may be raised from the article.  K&R's theory of transparency is clearly shown in this article.  The article clearly explains the events that the audience needs to know in order to clearly see what is happening without any added biases.  All information is vital and adds to the event (K&R 94).


Another criterion set by K&R is that journalism should be a place where the public can join in on the discussion and share their opinions.  There should be a collaboration of information and public opinion on the information.  The exchange of ideas should be an enriching experience.  Lately, due to infotainment, there is such a broad range of ideas that is centered around the debate aspect and lacking substantial content.  The fight is what most shows produce.  According to K&R, “the exchange should be more thoughtful, more focused on discussion, and drive at something—a resolution” (176).  The lack of this comes from the media.  Television shows produces an exchange that does not meet the standard.  


Contrary to the media, the newspaper seems to offer a way to achieve the criterion set about having a forum that allows for public criticism and compromise.  On several occasions through the supplied issue emails and phone numbers are given for the public to share how they feel.  They may not necessarily make it to print but, the voice of the concerned is heard and encouraged to join in on the issue.  Most importantly, there is a add in the Inquirer specifically labeled, “Subscriber Services”.  This area provides numbers and emails for the public to contact the area which they need to.  Under the news section, there is a statement encouraging public opinion.  It says, “The Inquirer wants its news report to be fair and correct in every respect and regrets when it's not.  If you have a question or comment about news coverage, contact...” (B2).  This contact information is available for all citizens to join in and debate or question.  Even if a citizen has a question about the verification of an article's sources, he or she can freely contact the person and ask where the sources came from.  It gives the citizen the opportunity to become involved.  Also, throughout the paper, if the article was written by an Inquirer staff writer, the contact information is provided at the bottom of the article.  This ensures that the reader contacts the writer directly and he or she can be heard.


Lastly, K&R set the standard that journalism, “must make the significant interesting and relevant” (187).  Journalists should not stay away from topics that tear at the heart strings.  Rather, they should find a way to present the information in a proper way that engages readers.  K&R talk about what the people need to know versus what they should know.  Journalists should offer a variety of information that engages readers and is relevant to their every day lives.  The criterion is rooted in audience.  It depends on what the audience needs as readers of the paper.  What should the article provide the audience with?  What information does the audience need?


An article in the Inquirer, “Doctors:  Norway killer is insane”, immediately grabs your attention.  A killer is insane.  As a reader, I wanted to know the who, what, where, when, why, and how of this article.  Knowing that most journalists do not choose the title, I still wanted to read and find out.  It engaged me as a reader.  The article answered the questions I had about the story.  It also offered interesting information about a topic I had no previous knowledge of.  The writer was able to tell the story of Anders Behring Breivik's killings through confessions from himself and prosecutors.  The article supplies the reader with enough information to form an opinion about the issue being addressed.  


The writers of The Elements of Journalism want the art of journalism to have an impacting effect on readers.  Kovach and Rosensteil set several standards that journalism must follow in order to achieve the best possible outcome.  Journalism must provide citizens with the information they need to be free and self-governing.  It must also practice verification of proper information.  Journalism also has to create a forum for the public to participate in freely.  Also, journalism must provide the information in a way that is engaging and relevant to readers.  These four elements, along with others outlined by K&R, are to be followed when writing for the public.  The November 30, 2011 issue of The Philadelphia Inquirer follows these standards with a few mishaps.  

