
Working with Industrial Partners—Recruiting Students into  
Academic Programs & Career Pathways

Whether you are driving your car, listening 
to music on your iPhone, or flying across the 
country, materials surround you. 

The world needs engineers and scientists who 
understand materials: to make them stronger, 
lighter, safer, greener, and more cost-
effective. This is exactly what the Michigan 
Technological University Material Science 
and Engineering Department (MSE) does. 
Graduates are in great demand and accept 
positions in diverse industries.

S I G H T L I N E  T O  S U C C E S S

After WWII there was a desperate need 
for skilled technicians and educated 
leaders in the metal casting industry. The 
Foundry Educational Foundation (FEF) was 
established as an independent extension 
of metal casting educational programs 
at colleges and universities. The primary 
objective was to bring top-quality men and 
women into the metal casting industry. 

FEF has since become the lifeline of quality 
people for the metal casting industry. 
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Paul Sanders, PhD is a Metallurgy Professor 
at Michigan Tech and Brian Lewis is 
the Executive Director of the FEF. Both 
professionals were interested and concerned 
with recruiting the right students to the 
industry and retaining those students.  

Sanders says: “At Michigan Tech, we believed 
that we were doing a good job of retention 
based on our enrollment and graduation 
numbers. However, this was misleading 
since we did have a high dropout rate that 
was made up by students transferring into 
the program from mechanical, chemical, 
and biomedical engineering.”

Sanders and Michigan Tech were aiming to 
recruit new students, and proactively retain 
them to support their growth. Sanders was 
aware of Sightline through previous work 
performed at Michigan Tech. 

The results of that general enrollment 
program were impressive, and Sanders 
wanted to understand if Sightline could drill 
down on his department’s specific students 
and perform a similar detailed analysis of 
recruitment and retention.  

When FEF learned about the initiative, they 
also became interested in applying it across 
other universities with metallurgy programs. 
Once results were gained and analyzed at 
Michigan Tech, the FEF could determine if 
they wanted to roll the analysis out to other 
FEF affiliated schools.

Sanders engaged Sightline for the 
analysis. He says: “I like working with 
smart people and Ashley Kern, the 
Founder, is quite smart. It helped that 
Michigan Tech already had a positive 
experience with Sightline for recruiting 
and retention, but once I met her and 
we discussed the plan, it was an easy 
decision for us.”  

“It’s important for our  
department, partially for the 
money, but mostly because we 
should be growing and be a larger 
part of the College of Engineering. 
This is one path for us to grow 
continuously in a strategic, 
structured, and focused way.”

Additionally, Sanders says that the 
next phases of the plan will be for the 
department to develop interventions for 
first year students at-risk of dropping 
out (i.e. freshmen retention solutions). 
But he says that the other part is for the 
university and the department to do 
more targeted recruitment to attract the 
right students.  

Lewis says: “As a nonprofit, FEF gets and 
asks for money, donation, and gifts from 
industry partners —that is foundries 
and foundry suppliers and individuals, 
and in turn use that money to hand out 
scholarships as well as provide some 
program support. So, this is right up our 
alley.“ He continues:

“We are interested in promoting 
the foundry industry and getting 
the right students into our 
educational programs.”

PROBLEM: High dropout rate 
disguised by incoming transfers.

SOLUTION: Recruit smarter, improve 
retention, and grow strategically with 
the help of SightLine.
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Lewis goes on to say that, in the case of 
Michigan Tech, Dr. Sanders receives an 
annual allocation from FEF to utilize as he 
sees fit to promote his program through 
scholarships, lab projects, and things like 
this initiative.

He says: “Sometimes they need equipment. 
Sometimes they need to hire people to do 
things around the foundry lab. They can 
also take students on foundry tours and 
bring them to foundry conferences. That’s 
how we help these lead educators, like Paul 
Sanders, encourage and develop these 
students for a career in the industry.”

Michigan Tech serves as the pilot site and 
Lewis notes that FEF is now interested 
in applying this to the other 33 schools 
around the country. 

Lewis adds that helping FEF learn how to 
recruit better students is only part of the 
initiative. He says: “I think it’s more than 
that for us. We want to know: what can we 
initiate? Maybe it’s a new program, or a new 
function, or even a new aspect of what FEF 
does.” He continues:

“What can we do differently to 
help our member schools and their 
students? I don’t think we should 
always leave recruiting and retention 
up to the school exclusively.  
We can help.“

Lewis knows that the industry, post-
secondary education, and the students 
are all changing. Having accurate data to 
provide guidance into the future is crucial. 
Sightline is the perfect fit for this.

Sightline is known for a hands-on 
approach to predictive analytics and 
could not only provide Lewis and the FEF 
with the data but also consulting to help 
them come up with practical solutions. 

Lewis says: “There is still a stigma out  
there about working in a dark, dirty 
foundry. With advances in alloys and  
3D printing, we are a high tech, advanced 
manufacturing industry, and that’s part  
of the message we need to share.”  
He continues:

“This project could help us find our 
niche and better market to that 
niche. So, this is a strategic initiative, 
not a tactical one.”

In the changing ecosystem and financial 
state of higher education, it is critical 
for universities and individual academic 
departments to seek out industry 
partnerships. Not only is there funding 
available to help students succeed, but  
ties can be strengthened to help  
industries grow. 

MARKET AWARENESS:  
Predictive analytics from SightLine 
enable informed decisions that keep 
pace with market changes.

TAKEAWAY:  SightLine’s predictive 
models help you improve student 
retention and budget management. 


