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A History of the Wisconsin Engineer Magazine
By Donald C. Woolston

As outgoing advisor 
to the student staff 
of the Wisconsin 

Engineer magazine, I am 
writing the following to debrief 
myself on what I know. It will 
serve in place of what I would 
normally remember, had I still a 
functioning hippocampus. I end 
with recommendations. I would 
have put them up front had I 
been writing a report and not a 
guide.

Don Woolston to Ryn Etter

History
The magazine started in 1896. 
It is not clear if it has published 
continuously. All past issues are 
bound in the Wendt Library, so 
it wouldn’t be hard to fi nd out.

Howard Schwebke, formerly 
chair of General Engineering 
and now a retired guy in 
Arizona, was advisor until 1982. 
Terry Reynolds, now chair of 
the Social Studies Department at 
Michigan Tech, was advisor for 
about a year until he got a better 
job. I took over from Terry in 
July of 1983.

Since the 1950’s, the 
magazine has been affi liated 
with “ECMA,” the Engineering 
College Magazines Associated. 
ECMA was the work of an 
advertising person named Bill 
Anderson who worked for Little 
Murry Barnhill. For about 30 
years, ECMA and LMB supplied 
enough advertising to make the 

40 or so magazines profi table, 
no matter how lousy the issues 
were. Dean Bollinger, a former 
editor, admits that in his day 
on the staff that the magazine 
“made more money than we 
could possibly drink away at 
the conventions.” Now, only 
about 15 engineering colleges 
still publish, and the national 
ad agency involved, Collegiate 
Concepts, Inc. and its leader 
Patrick Stansbury have trouble 
selling enough ads to justify the 
trouble involved.

In the 1970’s, Howard 
Schwebke formed a non-
profi t corporation to front 
the magazine, the Wisconsin 
Engineering Journal Society. He 
did this because of heat he was 
getting from the IRS, who was 
suspicious of all the money the 
ECMA magazines were making. 
In the folder marked “Tax 
Exempt Status” is a letter from 
the IRS ruling that the magazine 
has legitimate tax-exempt status. 

The letter gives the magazine’s 
own tax-exempt number, 
which as I understand it, makes 
donations to the magazine 

tax deductible. Beyond that, 
the relationship between the 
corporation, the class, and the 
magazine is murky at best.

The magazine has been 
printed by Community 
Publications throughout recent 
memory. This is signifi cant; if it 
weren’t for the non-profi t status 
of the magazine separate from 
the university, the magazine 
would have to be printed under 
the state printing contract, 
which, Karen Walsh assures me, 
is something you want to avoid 
at all costs. In 1991 we obtained 
quotes from Community and the 
University Hospital Duplicating 
offi ce. Community’s bid was as 
low as the on-campus printer. 
However, Community rarely 
itemizes bills, so it is diffi cult 
to say if we are getting a good 
deal or not. What is clearer is 
that the people at Community 
are patient, understanding, and 
generally conscientious.

Now, only 
about 15 

engineering 
colleges still 
publish. . .
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Magazine terminology



This is Palatino 14
It is a Roman (vertical emphasis, 

as opposed to italic) serif (with little 
“eyebrows” at the tips of letters). 
Where emphasis is needed, it can be 
set italic or bold or bold italic.

Palatino is easy to read, so it works 
well for body text. It looks better when it 
is set tight like it is in this sentence (-20)

This typeface is Verdana 14
It is a sans-serif typeface (lacks 

little “eyebrows”). It can be set 
italic or bold or bold italic if 
necessary.

Verdana is a strong typeface and 
can be used for heads. It looks bet-
ter when it is set tight like it is in this 
sentence (-20).

Figure 3 Examples of Palatino and Verdana. Palatino 9/10.8 is used for body text in the 
Wisconsin Engineer
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Current Status

Operations

Currently, the students 
publish four issues 
a year: August, 
November, January 
and April. The April 
and August issues are 
generated by Spring 
semester students; the 
November and January 
by Fall semester 
students. The January 
1993 issue is complete, 
and as far as I know, at 
the printers.

The student staff is 
headed by a general 

manager who 
has the role 
expediting 
the work of 
the editors 
and staff 
and serving 
as a contact 
point for 
the advisor. 
Before 1984, 
one student 
appointed 
Editor was 
in charge, 
but it seems 
to work 
better to let 

editors do the work 
and one person be the 
“club president,” so to 
speak. Much like the 
situation at a branch 
bank, the staff has 
quite a few titles given 
the size of the staff (a 
ratio of about 1 to 3), 
as the attached staff list 
shows.

The general manager 
is responsible for 
convening a meeting 
during the fi rst week 
of classes, at which 
the students and 
the advisor meet to 

establish who will do 
what. Students can 
register for credit as 
independent studies 
students in EPD. 
Traditionally, fi rst-year 
students sign up for 
EPD 199, sophomores 
as EPD 299, etc. 
under the advisors 
independent studies 
number. The number is 
signifi cant, since some 
departments such as 
ME award technical 
elective for the credits if 
they are 399 and above.

Finances

The magazine keeps 
a checking account at 
Randall Bank. As Pete 
Dankwerth reported, 
this is an unhappy 
situation, and he will 
probably change to the 
UW Credit Union.

The magazine 
has not covered its 
expenses in any year 
since I have taken over. 
I met with Bollinger 
and Wuerger last 
winter to discuss the 
fi nances. They assured 
me that they would like 

to see the magazine 
continue IF it is a 
vehicle for the TCC and 
if it is a good way for 
the administration to 
communicate with the 
students.

In the notebooks are 
period business reports. 
I believe the college 
contributed $7000 in 
the spring of 1992 to 
pay the printers, and 
about $4000 the year 
before. This year, I 
would say we will 
come up about $5000 
short, despite Pete 
Dankwerth’s optimistic 
projection.

I think Frank 
Worzala, MS&E chair, 
would love to chip in to 
fund the August issue 
if you would highlight 
material science. 
The precedent for a 
department-sponsored 
issue was December 
1989, which EPD 
sponsored for $900.

ECMA

The yearly ECMA 
convention will be 
held the fi rst weekend 

in April in Lawrence, 
KS. I will be going as 
outgoing ECMA chair; 
it would be great if 
you and several of the 
students could go as 
well. Attached is an old 
letter from Bollinger 
indicating support for 
student competitions. 
Since awards are given 
every year, we should 

qualify for money to go 
hear about the awards 
that we probably won’t 
win.

Every January, 
ECMA leader Lee 
Edson sends out 
requests for award 
nominations. It is a job 
that you’ll want the 
students to help you 
with, as they 

At the fi rst staff meeting of the 1995-96 
school year, eight people showed 
up, so we pretty much started from 

scratch. Several important decisions were 
made about keeping the magazine going. First, 
selling ads and paying off the printer became 
our top priority. Second, we worked to rebuild 
the staff: we met every other week to stay in 
communication and we came to the conclusion 
that continuity could only be achieved if every 
single member of the staff got involved in 
training and identifying her or his replacement. 
In the Spring of 1996, we started the website. 
The next fall, we started offering one credit to 
students who worked on the magazine and did 
some outside reading. 

Students in Prof. Zwickel’s Teams and the 
Engineering Profession class put together a 
Guide to the Wisconsin Engineer, containing all 
the information needed by staff members to 
keep the magazine going. Prof. Zwickel wrote 
a booklet on Magazine Photography to help the 
photography staff.
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