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We envision a student-led public education and research program to report, organize, and broadcast news and information about the political process surrounding state policy issues. The proposed program empowers students to create and manage extensive multimedia websites, each dedicated to a major policy domain. The sites will feature background information, research, and current updates on legislation, administration, and litigation along with regular blog entries and audio reports to make the information widely accessible. The network will provide a comprehensive and unique resource for the state. It uses student skills to address real-world problems with research and community engagement. 

We pursue the project because we believe that Michigan needs to improve its policymaking process and that good government requires informed public participation. The policymaking process involves fast-moving competition among many stakeholders in many political institutions. Many practitioners and citizens are interested in the outcomes of particular policy debates but are ill equipped to follow their progression. The state media pays infrequent and incomplete attention to many policy areas. The Internet makes policy data and some political discussion available but no current resource organizes and updates information to enable participation by interested citizens. 

We see an opportunity to involve students in addressing these unmet needs. Many undergraduates are concerned about public policy issues and the health of the state. They are motivated to be active in the political process and in the community. Students also currently dedicate considerable energy to building and managing personal Web spaces and finding and communicating information online. Our proposal seeks to direct their energies and skills toward an important public service. Participating students will benefit by developing expertise and integrating themselves into networks of policy advocates and policymakers in the Lansing area.


With an ambitious project, we seek to accomplish several interrelated objectives: (1) Provide a public resource to organize, analyze, and update information on the political competition that influences how major state policy issues are resolved; (2) Utilize the skill sets of undergraduate students to produce compelling online content and connect them to political practitioners; and (3) Create an extensive record of the actors, events, and controversies that shape Michigan policy debates for use in student-faculty collaborative research.


We have a practical plan to achieve these goals. Rather than rely on students to collect all raw materials, we will use direct feeds from existing databases of news coverage, legislation, administrative actions, and litigation. We will also use existing Web-based applications for blogs and audio reports and replicate successful models of online information directories. To design our online network, we will focus on a single website template that can be adapted to each policy area so that the program is easily scalable without requiring extensive technical training. To enable students to provide accurate information, we will connect them to policy experts at the university and in the Lansing community.


Our proposal is consistent with the founding mission of Michigan State University and the critical future objectives of the university and the state. As a land-grant university situated within minutes of the state capitol, MSU has always taken its public service responsibility and commitment to improve the state seriously. Involving students in learning, civic engagement, and outreach activities associated with statewide policymaking is a natural extension of that mission. 

Through its “Boldness By Design” initiative, the university now seeks to enrich community life, increase research opportunities for students, and enhance the student experience along with the value of an MSU degree. These three university goals also motivate the project envisioned here. First, informed policymaking is critical to the life of all communities and effective state governance is an especially important aspect of the Lansing area community. Second, the project affords numerous opportunities for undergraduates to work directly with faculty in collecting and organizing data, to conduct original policy-relevant research, and to create an infrastructure for future research on the policymaking process. Third, students interested in public policy, the political process, and new media would have a chance to put their skills and classroom learning to work, gaining real-world experience, important connections, and future employment opportunities while working and learning cooperatively.

The Need for an Online Network on the Politics of Michigan Policy
Maintaining an informed citizenry capable of democratic governance is always an important task. In a state faced with economic instability and an inability to reach political consensus, public engagement is a missing but necessary precursor to effectively making difficult policy choices. Yet the complexity of legislative, administrative, and legal processes deter Michigan citizens from obtaining the information needed to make informed decisions about their political participation. The neglect of policy coverage by the state’s media makes it difficult for citizens to hold politicians accountable for their actions. In contrast to popular accounts of public disengagement, many citizens voice concern about policy outcomes and want to play a role in the political process. 

Opinion surveys indicate, however, that most citizens are not concerned about every policy issue. Instead, each policy area has an “issue public,” a group of citizens that wants to stay informed about the issue. For example, many teachers want to stay appraised of Michigan education policy, many nurses are concerned about health policy, and many small business owners are concerned with state economic development policy. With current sources of policy information, most of these policy interests are stifled and we have lost opportunities to promote civic involvement. Rather than be complacent about public disengagement, we should provide the resources that interested citizens seek out. If average citizens believe that they are equipped to follow the progression of the policy debates that they care about, we will move closer to an informed citizenry and an effective system of state governance.

Coinciding with the neglect of policy coverage in the mainstream media, the Web has become a viable source of political information. According to regular surveys by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, every year more citizens access news and political information from the Web and many prefer online sources to traditional media. Despite all of its benefits, however, the Web falls far short of its potential for creating an informed citizenry. The vast majority of political websites focus on general commentary. Websites that focus on particular public policy areas are generally targeted at specialists and oriented toward promoting particular policy solutions. State websites that feature information on legislation and administration are complex and inaccessible to many citizens. As a result, only the most informed and directly involved citizens obtain information on important developments regarding the evolution of the state policy issues that concern them. 
A Proposal for a Unique Strategy


We plan to build and manage a unique nonpartisan information resource for citizens interested in Michigan public policy debates. Where available, we will utilize existing resources rather than reinvent similar models of information aggregation and content delivery. Yet no current resource offers the comprehensive coverage of policy areas that we envision and no existing website makes information about ongoing policy debates accessible to ordinary Michigan residents. Our resource will fill this gap by offering broad coverage of the political dynamics of the policymaking process in specific state policy areas. We will include background information and comprehensive listings of important actors, proposals, and events but our coverage will focus on current deliberations. Each site will help visitors find out what is at stake in current policy debates, which options are being advanced by each set of policymakers and groups, and how policy issues are likely to be resolved. The political commentary we offer will be specific to current policy debates rather than general analysis of public officials, elections, or party differences. The sites will provide links to policy-relevant research and review the arguments used in political debates but will not be designed to promote particular solutions. 

We believe that the network will attract a wide variety of users, including legislative and administrative staff in local and state government, print and broadcast reporters, high school and college students, advocacy organizations, issue activists, political enthusiasts, and interested voters. The websites will provide accessible and easily digestible information for non-experts in each policy area as well as current legislative tracking, issue news coverage, and analysis of government actions that will be of interest to practitioners in the field.

Though each website’s content and style will be similar, the network will cover a wide range of important policy issues. We eventually hope to build separate sites dedicated to many state policy issues. Potential issue areas include taxes, K-12 education, higher education, health care, aging and senior care, housing, urban affairs, human services, agriculture, parks, energy and utilities, land use, child welfare, financial and insurance regulation, elections and political reform, business regulation, transportation, civil rights and liberties, labor and workforce development, moral issues, hunting and guns, arts and libraries, security and preparedness, military and veteran affairs, economic development and tourism, and consumer protection. There are legislative committees and executive departments dedicated to many of these areas, as well as communities of interested advocates. 

Our coverage will be wide enough to offer information about policy issues that are at the top of the political agenda, but we believe that much of the benefit will arise from coverage of understudied policy areas that typically generate attention only from directly interested parties. Members of the public that are interested in the decision-making regarding these policy areas are not able to participate in the policy debate, in part because they lack current information on the decisions under consideration. Whereas news organizations cover these types of issues only when major scandals or political conflicts arise, our resource will offer continuous and broad coverage.

Rather than build all of the sites at once, we will offer a pilot version of the project and add additional sites dedicated to new issues as we prove our model successful and find students interested in each area. We plan to begin by focusing on policy areas in which the university community has substantial expertise, including education, health, agriculture, business regulation, urban affairs, family services, and conservation. Prior to launching the project, we will recruit a faculty advisory committee composed of relevant experts at the university. This will enable students to connect with university faculty to build their networks and begin collecting background materials. We plan to work with relevant university departments, research centers, and faculty to launch these initial policy area sites. We will also use existing general Michigan policy resources at the university, such as the State of the State Survey and the Michigan Futures blog. The project will offer faculty members help with research in their areas and opportunities to connect with state policymakers. In addition to faculty, we plan to seek advice and support from general university units such as media communications, career services, and libraries.


The content and structure of our resource will be unique but we will rely on successful existing online examples and tools outside the university. First, our directories of basic information and relevant Web content will build on models of topic-area websites such as about.com. Second, our use of public blogging software to comment on news coverage and political events will incorporate successful techniques from popular bloggers. Third, we will implement feedback mechanisms and community profiles like those available on Blogger and Facebook to promote active discussions and build user communities. Fourth, we will feature user-generated content like that associated with Wikipedia to expand the information available on our sites. Fifth, we will incorporate the successful models of news aggregation sites, such as Google News, to highlight information collected by others. Sixth, we will improve upon models of government information websites such as GovTrack and FirstGov in addition to Michigan government sites. Seventh, we will follow the examples of other sites that use and organize content from many RSS feeds to complement their original content. Finally, in each policy area, we will learn from the strengths and weaknesses of existing policy-focused Web resources.

We will be able to rely on many different resources but there is no existing model of the type of website network that we envision. As a result, we expect to generate national attention once the site proves successful. The same type of resource will be attractive to many other state policy communities and we expect to encourage similar projects in other states and to become a national model. Eventually, we hope to generate attention from the Washington, D.C. policy community and to serve as a model for a similar site dedicated to national policy issues.

An Outline of the Proposed Network

Each website in the network will focus on a different state policy area but feature similar resources. To provide background information, each site will eventually include a history of the policy debate, a review of major options under consideration, and an outline of the primary stakeholders and policymakers involved. The sites will also include links to academic research and related advocacy organizations. Students will produce some original content from archival research of news coverage and literature reviews of relevant academic studies. Using public opinion survey archives, the sites will also present information on the content and distribution of public opinion about the policy issue. In addition, the sites will point visitors toward overviews provided by others, including policy information from MSU research institutes and Michigan In Brief, an older print guide to state policy issues. Rather than just provide lists of links, our directories will be annotated with information on what is available at each site and what general policy perspective the information seeks to advance. We hope to consult with MSU’s research librarians to make these resources as useful as possible. We will also solicit suggestions for additional content from site visitors.

Yet the main attractions of each site will be the regularly-updated information about the progression of the policy debate, including both access to the raw materials of policymaking and commentary on the political process surrounding the issue. Each site will list relevant legislation being considered in the legislature along with its current status, using a feed from the state legislature site, legislature.mi.gov. Other legislative feeds will provide information on recent hearings and floor statements that include material relevant to the policy area. Each site will also announce relevant administrative agency events, using feeds from the state website, michigan.gov. Using information from Lexis-Nexis, the sites will also include a record of the status of relevant ongoing litigation and past state court decisions. In addition, each site will include feeds of news coverage on the policy process surrounding each issue, including policy-specific news feeds from Google News and content from the Lansing State Journal. We will also include commentary feeds from relevant blogs, such as the Michigan Futures Blog, the Michigan Prospect, and the Michigan Taxpayers Alliance.

These detailed catalogs of the progression of each policy issue will be supplemented by a narrative analysis accessible to lay visitors: each site will feature a prominent student blog and audio report with updates on major events and trends. Student fellows will serve as webmasters; they will take responsibility for summarizing recent news articles and hearings about their issue and presenting updates on recent policy decisions and events. Students also might offer occasional audio podcasts and video netcasts of debates and interviews. In areas where there is an active two-sided debate, two student fellows with different opinions may add point-counterpoint content to the same blog. Using software from Blogger and Gabcast, students will be able to update their site’s news and commentary section by simply sending an email or calling a phone number; extensive technical knowledge will thus not be a prerequisite to participation. Existing software also allows site visitors to comment on blog entries and create ongoing discussions of policy issues and events. Visitors to the site will be able to add comments and to sign up for email updates of new site materials. 


In order to help student fellows develop expertise in their policy area and provide additional legitimacy and content for the websites, each student will develop a network of policy experts to enable regular consultation. Students will contact a broad range of policy advocates, policymakers, and outside experts to ask for their help in providing coverage of the policy issue. They will rely on the MSU alumni community and connections developed by MSU faculty to build their network. We have already identified more than a dozen state policy experts outside of the university who would be willing to provide support for students. Students could begin communicating with one regular contact and build a network of advisors as the site grows. Members of the network might agree to provide the student with background information and perhaps eventually contribute content for the site. Advisors would provide a built-in base for interviews, commentary, and updates on the progression of the policy debate.

The policy area websites will be integrated by a central portal and linked together in a network to encourage users to visit multiple sites. Each site will include a sidebar with links to the portal and all of the other policy sites to enable quick navigation. The portal will include a blog that tracks updates to all of the sites along with an explanation of the project and general information on state government and policymaking. Eventually, the portal will also include independent attractions, such as a regular podcast of a news program on the politics surrounding state policymaking. In this newscast, student anchors could review the most interesting updates from around the network.

We plan to launch the network with a small number of policy websites and expand gradually. At first, the sites will likely include only minimal background information. Yet as we expand the network and add content to each site, the breadth and depth of information will grow dramatically. Each site will include a comprehensive and searchable archive of blog entries, discussions, audio reports, and other content; student fellows will periodically use the archive to highlight the progression of past policy debates. The background contents of the site will also grow as students add new links and create news reports and summaries. Over time, we anticipate that fellows will replicate popular or useful features from other parts of the network and find new ways to communicate important information about their policy debate.

The Chance for Student Participation in Public Engagement

College students are often technologically adept and typically show a strong interest in creating online content. Many college students spend extensive time updating their personal websites as well as their profiles on Myspace, Facebook, and other sites. With the rise of accessible information technology, college students are spending more time online; they regularly search for information and use the Web to express their ideas. We believe that students could use some of their time online for a public purpose. College students already possess many of the skills necessary for creating online content. Many college students are also eager to get involved in public affairs, whether it is expressed through their major or their involvement in a student group,. This project will give students a productive outlet for their political curiosity. We plan to tap into the underutilized skills of a large population that is motivated to participate.  

In addition, we believe that the university currently underutilizes the vast community of state government officials and independent policy advocates in the Lansing area. Students who have interests in state government or policy lack opportunities to get to know officials, administrators, and advocates that work in relevant areas right in their backyard. Many people from this community graduated from MSU or have a strong association with the campus and would welcome student engagement. State government is also the largest area employer and there are many work opportunities in state associations and other groups interested in state policymaking. In short, this is an excellent way to link students with opportunities in their areas of interest.

Our proposal will give students the chance to find a practical use for the ideas they have learned in the classroom. Through the project, students will communicate with policy advocates and policymakers. Once we build an established online resource, policymakers and journalists will likely confer with students. This discussion between students, journalists, and policy advocates can integrate students into issue networks where there are constant opportunities for political engagement. These opportunities are likely to give students in the program high visibility with those already in the working world and help students improve their job prospects upon graduation.

Associated Undergraduate Research Opportunities

The Michigan Policy Network will create opportunities for undergraduates to be directly involved in collaborative research with faculty and in original creative endeavors. First, creating each policy website will require undergraduates to review and organize academic literatures and policy background materials and position papers. They will compile data from multiple sources and create original review materials. In the process, they will learn to conduct interviews with relevant stakeholders, to content analyze public records and media coverage, and to collect data on public opinion and policymaking. They will also learn to communicate their research to public and elite audiences and help make academic materials speak to public concerns.

Second, we expect project participants to build on their experiences by conducting policy-relevant research. We envision student-led projects as well as faculty or community collaborations. We anticipate that students will seek to fill gaps in the research and information record around their policy area. For example, students may elect to pursue research through senior theses, internships, or community service. In addition, students are likely to establish relationships with faculty who produce policy-relevant research and community members with ideas for potential projects.

Third, the network itself will serve as a research tool for understanding the political process surrounding state policymaking. Students will be documenting the flow of problems identified, solutions proposed, and policies implemented in their areas. This will serve as a record for later content analysis, legislative timelines, and network maps of the sides of policy conflict. Students could use the site to help faculty research important topics, such as how proposals are adapted to win support, the effects of lobbying and public mobilization, and the causes and consequences of gridlock. It will also make it possible to conduct large-scale comparisons of the policy process across issue areas and long-term tracking of the participants in state policymaking and the role of ideas and interests in policy consideration. Using the network, we expect to be able to produce comprehensive reports on the state’s consideration of policy issues for public and academic audiences.

Logistics, Administration, and Expansion

The proposed network will be administered by students in consultation with faculty. Prior to its launch, we plan to contract with a technology firm to create a template policy-area website, portal, and back-end administration system. As a result, we will be able to assign each policy area site to a student fellow. The blog and news update portions of the website will be administered using a web-based operating system so that students can update their blog entries and newscasts without extensive technical knowledge. The informational pages will be designed based on a system-wide template that will allow students to easily add new annotated links. Since much of the content will be automatically updated based on RSS feeds from elsewhere, the sites will not require daily administration. Initially, the sites will follow a standard format to allow integration and centralized production. Students will work in cooperation but also be able to experiment with their own ideas. The network may eventually require a central staff, including an administrator and a programmer, along with contractors for graphic arts and technical assistance. At launch, those duties will be shared among the students. Participants without technical knowledge will simply use the standard website format, update their blogs and audio reports using email and the phone, and learn how to update other portions of the site as they became more comfortable. Eventually, we would expand the centralized administration system so that student fellows could update all of the features of their sites without relying on technical support.

The network will be officially housed at a Center inside the Department of Political Science. At launch, the center will be virtual and will require no office space beyond our faculty offices. Student leaders will be assigned to administer the project. Each student participant will be assigned a particular issue, and they will be in charge of running the website on their assigned issue. The students and faculty involved will have regular meetings to discuss the progress of the program, expansion of the program, and any other administrative issues. The Center will publicize the website network and attract students to join the group. We will also provide all student fellows with a nominal stipend for their work. This stipend will entice students to join the project and will ensure that they put effort into their work. In addition, one student could serve as administrator of the network and one could serve as the chief technology officer; these students could be compensated at higher levels.

At the beginning of each year, our organization will take part in student recruitment activities. We will also recruit specifically from the College of Social Science, James Madison College, the Honors College, The State News, and undergraduate majors in political science, communication, and information systems. All students who show an interest in joining the group will attend several information and training sessions. The faculty and student leaders will assign students different sites depending on their particular policy interests, teach them how to use the administration system, and outline the program requirements and goals.


As we envision it, the network could begin small and expand as we developed wider interest and capacity. Rather than attempt to cover the entire policy spectrum at launch, we will select several policy areas for the pilot project. We will perfect our site format and content using our initial policy portfolio and then undergo expansion after incorporating the lessons learned from our pilot launch. There is not any inherent limit to the size of the network but we have 25 policy issues in mind that we would eventually like to cover. We would only launch additional sites when we recruited and trained an interested fellow and located existing online resources to incorporate in the new site. 

In addition to orientation and training for new participants, we will ask students to help contribute to an existing blog during an initial trial period before receiving their own site. We will use a beta test of each site to ensure that it offers compelling content with a committed webmaster prior to its public launch. The network will be set up to allow the organization to replace student fellows who graduate or resign without requiring a redesign of any site. As the network grows in participation, content, and popularity, we will seek operating funds from outside sources including individuals, corporations, foundations, and student government. Several Michigan foundations have already funded projects with similar goals. 

Conclusion and Benchmarks for Success


We have outlined a comprehensive but flexible plan to provide public information about the politics of policymaking in Michigan state government. We seek to enable informed participation by offering in-depth and accessible coverage of the political competition that produces policy outcomes. Our goal is to launch a pilot version of the network with at least five policy-specific websites within one year. To accompany this launch, we will establish the organizational structure of the Center, recruit student fellows, help connect them to policy specialists, and produce a template website. We will establish feeds of legislative, administrative, and legal information and news coverage on all of these sites and set up the infrastructure to allow text and audio updates from the student fellows. Within a year after our initial launch, we hope to more than double the size of the network and expand the content of each site. Our goal is to provide blog entries or audio updates to each of the sites at least twice per week. During the initial year, we hope to establish a reader base of at least 30,000 unique users per month and email update lists totaling at least 1,000 readers. We also hope to generate attention from many traditional media outlets and links from hundreds of outside websites. 

We believe that substantial benefits will accrue to the participants in this project. We hope that participating students will feel efficacious about their involvement in the political process and that they will enjoy the opportunities to become experts on the policymaking process and on particular policy issues. In addition to these benefits, we see an opportunity for participants to use their involvement in the network as a launching board for integrating themselves into networks of policy advocates and policymakers. Our goal is to have every student fellow begin regular communication with a few experts in their field. These connections should enable some of the students to pursue internships and job opportunities in the field. Eventually, we expect to see some of the participating students become noted experts in their fields and become an information source for journalists and policymakers.

We also expect the project to generate substantial research output. In addition to the research involved in putting together the network, our goal is to encourage at least five faculty-student research collaborations along with five community collaborations within the first year. Some of the research that the project motivates will be directly tied to generating content for the network and some will be tied to the project only by subject matter. We will track theses, class papers, research reports, and other materials that student participants produce as a result of their involvement. Within the first year, we also expect to produce a few research articles that use information from the network as raw materials to investigate the policymaking process.

As we envision it, the network could become the most comprehensive source of information available on current debates in Michigan public policy. As we expand the network, we hope to provide a public record of the policy process and enable researchers to track the political debates that occur alongside policy evolution. We hope that the information on our websites will be regularly cited by researchers of specific policy areas and by those offering commentary and critiques about the policy process. We hope to encourage students to become active in the policymaking process and to direct their technological energies toward public service. We expect our project to play a small but important role in developing more informed participation in our state’s democracy. Our objectives are broad and ambitious but we believe that we have developed an achievable plan to make a positive and significant contribution to civil society and democratic governance in Michigan while offering unparalleled research and community engagement opportunities for MSU students.

Budget Outline


We will need financial resources to pay website expenses, create technology infrastructure, develop a sustainable organization, provide stipends for student fellows, and promote the Web network. If granted $22,000, we expect to be able to build the infrastructure for the project and fund at least its initial year of operation. We will dedicate approximately $6,000 to develop technology, $1,000 for ongoing Web expenses, $1,000 for organizational development, $10,000 for student stipends, and $4,000 for promotion.


Our technology budget will be used to pay a contractor to develop the template issue area website, the portal, and the “back-end” administration system. We will make a formal request for proposals to solicit bids from multiple firms. Our ongoing web expenses will include hosting and software fees. We will also provide a stipend for a student to update the code associated with the site and troubleshoot problems. We may also pay a graphic artist for a logo and site graphics.

We will use our organizational development budget to promote the launch of the Center, recruit student fellows, and provide food for gatherings. We are confident that many students will want to participate in the project but we believe that offering nominal stipends for each semester will help us recruit participants and encourage their dedication to the task of regularly updating their site. We plan to dedicate approximately one-third of the stipends to students working on central site administration. The remaining stipends will be available to provide a few hundred dollars per year to each student fellow along with an award for the most comprehensive site. We also hope to motivate student participation by tying the related research opportunities to course credit. Eventually, we may also develop courses that link in-class material with student participation in the network and with research using network materials. We would also be open to participation by students who need work-study opportunities.


We will also need a budget to promote the Web network. We understand that there are many free opportunities for students to generate publicity for their sites using email and search engines; we will pursue these options. Yet we will need a small budget to help direct visitors to the sites and increase public awareness. By advertising the site, we can not only generate a larger base of end users, but also become known as an important place for policy experts to contribute. We plan to issue press releases to major and specialty news organizations when we launch the network and when we add new sites. We also plan to purchase low-cost advertising with Google AdWords and Microsoft AdCenter to ensure that our sites appear when users search for information about specific policy issues or visit relevant sites. We may also pursue text ads on particularly relevant political blogs and print ads in specialty publications read by government staff and policy advocates.


We have already obtained a commitment from the Department of Political Science to provide administrative support and an initial financial contribution. In the start-up phase of the network, the faculty proponents of the project will oversee student operations, volunteering their time for the effort. 
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