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Social media's undeniable impact on journalism
Mass communications is a field that is 

evolving so rapidly that a textbook on the 
subject can become obsolete in a matter of 
months.  That is, in part, due to changes not 
only in the technology, but also how people 
use that technology.  Someone who studies 
and teaches on these topics is Mark Poepsel, 
an assistant professor in the department of 
mass communications at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. 

A native of Washington, Mo., he received 
his bachelor’s degree in journalism at 
the University of Missouri-Columbia, his 
master’s in Latin American studies at the 
University of Arizona and his doctorate in 
journalism from the University of Missouri-
Columbia. Although he seemed to have 
taken a detour in his graduate studies 
toward Latin American issues he has a good 
explanation. 

“It’s that the Latin American studies pro-
gram had the closest relationship to the 
journalism program at Arizona State of 
any program that still offered a master’s 
degree,” explained Poepsel. “At that time, 
they were not offering a master’s in jour-
nalism, so after the undergraduate degree 
I was convinced that if I wanted to teach I 
needed to pursue higher education beyond 
the undergraduate degree, beyond my 
bachelor’s in journalism.” 

As is the case with many journalism 
students, he started out being interested in 
a career in broadcast journalism but then 
became interested in understanding social 
media and participatory journalism.

“I started out thinking I was going to 
teach broadcast journalism and that I would 
teach students everything I knew about 
how to make television news,” he said. “It 
has morphed into attempting to understand 
social media and participatory journalism 
practices and then turn around and teach 
them. When we go to conferences and talk 
to other people who teach digital media, 
many of whom come from backgrounds 
where they have worked with online com-
munications, and they have kind of con-
verted themselves into journalists,” he said. 
“But there is definitely a meeting in the 
middle where we get interested in mak-
ing news online and teaching participatory 
journalism and where they want to learn 
about the history of journalism and the 

practice.”
That concern is particularly true in these 

days of the 24-hours news cycle. After all, 
long gone are the days when if you wanted 
to learn about the news you bought a news-
paper or watched the evening television 
news. These changes have impacted not 
only the way news is delivered, but also 
how people select the news they want. 

“That is absolutely of concern,” said 
Poepsel. “We used to talk about the three 
networks, and we used to talk about a 
couple of newspapers of record and in most 
cities there were one or two major metro-

politan daily newspapers with a morning 
and afternoon edition. And with atomiza-
tion of news, people can consume what 
they want to hear and when they want to 
hear it.” This choice, he added, has also cre-
ated a new level of bias in the media.

“It has become very partisan,” he said. “It 
creates the issue of people only consuming 
media in their own eco-chamber and only 
hearing what they already want to hear. 
And there are plenty of large news corpora-
tions that are interested in feeding people 
only what they want to hear because that 
can be profitable. So the challenge is to cut 

across with types of stories that are going 
to influence people, the kind that they can’t 
ignore. Or we can look back at history and 
look back at media when there was more 
of a partisan press and what happened 
looking from a cross-cultural comparative 
perspective.” Poepsel said that when using 
a comparative approach, there are many 
countries in which a partisan press is still 
thriving, still very much a reality.

“So you look at how that happens and 
what the best practices are for still trying 
to inform society in places where that is the 
norm,” he said. There is also the issue of 

trivialization of news, with more emphasis 
on celebrities than actual news or on the 
state of the economy, politics, health, or 
anything of that nature.

 “I guess I just operate from the assump-
tion that there’s entropy, to steal from bio-
logical terms,” Poepsel said. “Anything that 
looks great has the potential for entropy 
and for it to fall apart and for it to be not 
as good as it used to be.” One example he 
pointed out is CNN.

  “On the whole I think that there’s plenty 
of very good journalism being done,” he 
said. “It’s just a question of how hard 
people have to look for it and how we work 
as educators to bring the good journalism to 
the forefront. CNN’s ‘Headline News’ has 
turned from being very informative to being 
celebrity, entertainment focused, much like 
the ‘Today Show.’ In large part a lot of 
what happens on ‘CBS Sunday Morning’ 
is promotion for other products that CBS 
produces.” And this is where Poepsel sees 
the problem – at the corporate level.

“When you start to conglomeratize media 
companies you start to have them talking 
about other media products,” he said. “So 
this book or that movie suddenly becomes 
newsworthy. And that was a process we 
saw happening I think from the mid-80s up 
until now, and it’s pretty much rampant.” 
Poepsel said that he thinks the same can 
happen with social media. 

“There are also things like Upworthy on 
Facebook where you see something that is 
sort of progressively minded and presents 
a sort of critical thinking approach to news 
and information that didn’t exist before,” he 
said. “Sure there are things that may entro-
py and turn into less good things later on, 
but I would tend to just steer people’s atten-
tion to things that are critically driven.” 

Aldemaro Romero Jr. 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.
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Dr. Poepsel in a recent visit to the Tower of London.
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The department, established in 1977, averaged 80 hours of training per 
member in 2013.

 A follow-up customer service survey was also introduced in 2013.
“We sent out surveys to all the folks we touched throughout the year includ-

ing home owners, patients and the other departments where we provided 
mutual aid,” Cooper said. “We had a reasonable return rate and asked ques-
tions about our response time, professionalism, explanations, response to needs 
and asked for feedback.  We graded all questions on a 1-5 scale with 5 indicat-
ing “exceeded expectations.”  As of today, our composite score of all surveys 
and all questions is 4.93.  The score exceeded my expectations.  We did this to 
identify areas that needed work – which we could realistically work on.”  

Several firefighters were recognized for their achievements at the holiday 
dinner.

This year an Outstanding Service Award was created to recognize members 
who have responded to over 1,000 emergency incidents.

Fire Captain, Darl Opel, who also serves as the training coordinator for the 
department, received the Outstanding Service Award during the evening’ 
program. 

 “This commendation is being started and will be given to members who 
have exhibited outstanding service to the community,” Cooper said. “Although 
years of service are important, the number of times we are able and willing 
to leave our home and help in an emergency is what this organization is all 
about.”

Opel joins four other firefighters that hold this honor: Dana Blotevogel, Mike 
Hayes, Mark Brewer and Steve Cooper.

Four firefighters were recognized for reaching milestones in years of service:  
Dale Bowles (five years), Dave Jacoby (10 years), Patty McDaniel (10 years) and 
Ray Kidwell (15 years). 

Cooper said, “Giving of time for one year is impressive.  Making it a long 
term commitment is outstanding.”   
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In the storm’s wake, the National Weather 
Service dispatched spotters who determined that 
straight line winds between 70 and 90 mph hit 
hard around 9 p.m. on May 31.

Trees crashed immediately when the storm hit 
and Randle Street, St. Louis Street and Route 143 
near Vadalabene Pass were impassable.

A portion of the roof collapsed at the Hershey 
warehouse in Gateway Commerce Center, west 
of the SIUE campus, causing approximately $3 
million in damage.

Even today, Woodlawn Cemetery, which was 
directly in the path of those straight line winds, 

is still in the process of cleaning up from the 
storm.

And on the morning of June 1, that’s what area 
residents were doing – cleaning up.

Chain saws could be heard buzzing all along 
St. Louis Street as residents removed downed 
branches from roofs, yards and driveways.

The city of Edwardsville offered an extended 
yard debris collection service to help residents rid 
themselves of the clutter.

The city also activated its Incident Management 
System immediately after the storm passed to 
make emergency services available to those in 
need and begin coordination of the resupply of 
power with Ameren.

Edwardsville Mayor Hal Patton issued a state-
ment following the storm, thanking residents not 
only for their patience, but for their willingness to 
help their neighbors.

“It is the patience, cooperation and the atti-
tude of the residents of Edwardsville that is 
most appreciated. Late Friday evening, City 
Aldermen were clearing roads by hand, car 
loads of teenagers were asking what they 
could do to help, RP Lumber and Home Depot 
reopened at 10 p.m. for people needing sup-
plies, and the Emergency Operations Command 
was directing our personnel to dozens of calls 
for assistance,” Patton said in the statement. 
“On Saturday, volunteers were out cleaning 
up debris, professional tree trimmers removed 
extremely dangerous conditions,  and over 
750 Ameren contracted employees were out to 
start the repairs. Witnessing neighbor helping 
neighbor is, indeed, gratifying. The people of 
Edwardsville know how fortunate we are and 
seemingly expressed their thanks with a resolve 
to move forward without complaint.”

Cancer fighters
On Dec. 5, the Maryville Fire Department Homecoming Association donated all of its proceeds to date from the sale of Breast 
Cancer Awareness Shirts to Charmaine Recklein. Charmaine is not only a Maryville resident but is also mother to one of the 
department's former junior members and one day volunteer firefighter, Billy Tracey. Firefighters have gotten to know Charmaine, 
Billy and their family over the years and  decided to help support Charmaine in her battle with breast cancer. This is the first 
year the Maryville Fire Department has sold Breast Cancer Awareness Shirts and decided as a group to help a local family. As 
of today, Charmaine has completed her chemo treatments and is currently cancer free. A total of $700 was raised from the sale 
of the shirts. Shirts and hoodies are still available and will be sold year round. Shirts are $15 and hoodies are $30, they are 
available to order at the firehouse. Pictured in the middle are Charmaine Recklein with her husband Perry Micheal Recklein and 
Homecoming Association President Doug Drobisch.
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Unity Hospice of Greater St. Louis 
recently partnered with Hoyleton 
Youth and Family Services of 
Hoyleton, Ill., to provide gifts to 
their Puentes de Esperanza Program 
located in East St. Louis. In the past 
decade that Unity Hospice has been 
affiliated with Hoyleton, they have 
contributed 668 gifts and nearly 
1,000 dollars in donations.

Hoyleton Youth and Family 
Services has been working to meet 

the needs of children and families 
for nearly 20 years. The Puentes 
de Esperanza program became a 
subsidiary of Hoyleton Youth and 
Family Services in 2004. Its mission 
is to transform the lives of Latino 
children and families in Southern 
Illinois through community based 
ministries directed at their physi-
cal, emotional, social and spiritual 
needs.

 “We are blessed to be given 
the opportunity to work with this 
charitable organization,” says Unity 

Hospice Area Administrator Gay 
Little. “If at any time we are able 
to give back to those in need, espe-
cially during this time of year, we 
happily do so. We look forward to 
many more years with Hoyleton 
Youth and Family Services.”

Founded in 1992, Unity Hospice 
LLC serving Illinois and Missouri is 
a full-service hospice and palliative 
care organization committed to pro-
viding comprehensive care, support 
and education to people facing life-
limiting disease. 

The organization offers care of 
the highest quality by licensed and 
competent staff in accordance with 
laws & regulations and accepted 
standards of practice. With the dedi-
cation to make their patients’ final 
days as comfortable as possible, the 
Unity Hospice team provides an 
interdisciplinary approach to each 
individual and family, in which they 
go above and beyond everyday to 
meet their needs. For more infor-
mation, visit http://www.unityhos-
pice.com/.

Hospice donates gifts to local ministry
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 One was a retired firefighter and the other was a former firefighter 
and they began helping the occupants evacuate the building. The Worden 
Fire Department responded at approximately 7:15 a.m. and Hamel Fire 
Department and Olive Fire District responded shortly after. Staunton Area 
Ambulance Service also provided assistance on the scene.

"Upon our arrival we had heavy flames coming out of a first floor apart-
ment," Steinmeyer said.

The departments immediately began working to extinguish the fire and 
within approximately 20 minutes the main fire was out. Approximately 
45 minutes after the fire was extinguished, the building was cleared of 
smoke.

One victim was found in the apartment where the fire occurred.
A firefighter on the scene fell and had to be transported to a local hospital 

for treatment for minor injuries. No one else was injured.
At least eight individuals were helped out of the apartment and will be 

displaced as a result of the fire.
Steinmeyer said the majority of the damage is contained to the unit where 

the fire started. In addition there is smoke and heat damage throughout the 
building, but Steinmeyer believes there is no structural damage.

A few of the occupants have family in Worden but currently it is unclear 
where the other residents will be staying.

The Salvation Army has contacted the Madison County Sheriff's Department, 
who referred them to Steinmeyer.

Steinmeyer commended the quick thinking and action by the two indi-
viduals who called in the fire and helped people escape the building.

"In my opinion, they stepped up very well. They helped evacuate the rest 
of the building and had most of the people out by the time we arrived on 
scene. In my personal opinion they saved some more lives that could have 
been lost. We could have had more of a tragedy with people injured or worse 
if they wouldn't have been there, seen it and helped people get out of the 
building," Steinmeyer said.

The fire is currently being investigated by the Madison County Sheriff's 
Department and the Illinois State Fire Marshal. 

The death investigation is being handled by Madison County Coroner 
Steve Nonn. An autopsy was performed earlier in the afternoon but no cause 
of death will be determined pending the completion of carbon monoxide 
analysis and routine toxicology studies to determine the presences of alcohol 
or drugs.

Funeral arrangements are pending at this time, but are under the direction 
of Williamson Funeral Home of Staunton.
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