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WBA Assists UW–Madison Investigative 
Center Experiment in Water Coverage 
 

At a Poynter Institute session years ago, broadcast educators considered the risks of 
trying new ways of teaching that would engage students. 
 
Based on the responses, it was clear that getting away from the tried and true class 
assignments could take some creative thinking. 
 
So when the UW-Madison School of Journalism and Mass Communication was 
awarded a $35,000 grant by the Online News Association, a great opportunity was 
presented. The trick: how to take advantage of a large reporting project about 
Wisconsin water quality and supply and do something different. It’s a giant 
undertaking but exciting to find ways to integrate students into a different kind of real 
world reporting. 

 
The project is called The Confluence: A Live News Experiment Covering Wisconsin Waters. 
 
It is a collaborative project involving eight classes and the nonprofit Wisconsin Center for Investigative 
Journalism. The goal is to go beyond the curriculum and the usual ways of thinking about reporting. The 
project aims to take students (and faculty and staff) outside of that comfort zone and create effective 
reporting that impacts Wisconsinites with information about critical water issues. 
 
The students are being guided by WCIJ staff in investigative reporting techniques while also providing 
elements of text, audio, video, and data visualization. Students are sharing their work with state media for 
use in their own broadcasts and publications. 
 
Where to start with a project that complex? 
 
From the beginning, and with the aid of Google spreadsheets, project members started filling in the blanks; 
brainstorming sessions took place well before the start of the school year. Anyone with a field of expertise 
was consulted, and any and all ideas were welcome. Many were discarded. Some ideas were “really outside 
the box” but intriguing enough to attempt. 
 
Once the semester began, students started working with WCIJ reporters on stories, including an in-depth 
look at water use in the Wisconsin Dells, a city that is home to more water parks than any other place in the 
nation and yet, is a water-stressed region. Another story on groundwater has already been written by 
student journalists Madeleine Behr and Taylor Chase, along with WCIJ staff member Ron Seely, and 
published on the WisconsinWatch.org website, under the headline, “Big Farms, frac sand mines could feel 
force of judge’s groundwater ruling.” 
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In addition to coordinating coverage, leaders wondered how to effectively use some new technology. 
 
One aspect involves Google Glass. Assistant Professor Katy Culver spearheaded a proposal and was lucky 
enough to receive a WBA Foundation grant to purchase Google Glass as part of the video component of the 
project. Students in the video courses will experiment with wearable technology. They will attempt to capture 
video while being able to search and access data and map scenes hands free. It may be daunting. Students 
will explore questions such as: How will using Google Glass help the coverage? How will it be received by 
others associated with those news stories? Stay tuned. 
 
So with risk, comes the possibility of failure, but there is excitement about this opportunity. 
 
In a year, the faculty and WCIJ hope to be able to share with other universities the ideas behind The 
Confluence. The lesson is in what we learn. 
 
You can follow along; leaders created a website to document the project at uwconfluence.tumblr.com. 
 

 


