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Abstract 
With the supply chain industry suffering from a lack of available managerial talent, U.S. companies 
are stepping up efforts to recruit qualified and skilled professionals from universities. The supply 
chain industry will need to fill about 1.4 million new jobs over the next four years, but there are 
concerns regarding where the talent will come from given that demand greatly exceeds supply. 
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that employment for supply chain management will 
increase by 20 percent through 2018, which is nearly twice as fast as the 11 percent average for all 
industries combined. The Georgia Center of Innovation also reports that the U.S. will be short one 
million supply chain workers in 2016 alone. Related to the talent shortage, industry has also made 
clear that they are struggling to evolve their supply chain processes to match business needs. 
Nearly a third of all supply chain processes are inadequate, according to research from Crimson & 
Co. In response to these industry demands, Western Michigan University’s Integrated Supply 
Management Program has placed a strong focus on process management through lean problem- 
solving techniques. This paper reflects on the industry factors that are currently hampering the 
process of matching new college graduates with professional positions. It also describes how 
WMU’s ISM undergraduate program is successfully bridging those gaps and preparing its students 
by partnering with local businesses on live experiential learning projects. 
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1. Introduction 
According to the U.S. Department of Education, there are currently over 21 million college students. With the 
supply chain industry suffering from a lack of available talent for management positions, U.S. companies are 
stepping up efforts to recruit qualified and skilled professionals from universities. The supply chain industry will 
need to fill about 1.4 million new jobs over the next four years, but there are concerns regarding where the talent 
will come from given that demand greatly exceeds supply [1] [2]. The Georgia Center of Innovation also reports 
that the U.S. will be short one million supply chain workers in 2016 alone [3]. The talent shortage is one of the 
major barriers impeding innovation in the supply chain. The number of available positions is likely to inflate in 
coming years as the Baby Boomer generation reaches retirement age and the need for workers with experience 
in engineering, analytics, contract management, negotiation, and advanced manufacturing continues to rise [4] 
[5]. 

All these findings are also reflected in another report by the Haslam College of Business at the University of 
Tennessee [2] [6]. While the shortage is well known, the report maintains the talent gap encompasses every level 
of supply chain management and is likely to grow worse as Baby Boomers retire. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics predicts that employment for supply chain management should increase by 20 percent through 2018, 
which is nearly twice as fast as the 11 percent average for all industries combined [2]. Deloitte’s third annual 
Supply Chain Survey, released last year in 2015, stated: “...many organizations are confronting critical shortfalls 
of talent. Years of headcount reduction, training-budget cuts, and the retirement of highly skilled individuals 
have hollowed out the ranks of veteran professionals” [7]. The U.S. Roadmap for Material Handling & Logistics 
predicts that there will be 1.4 million new jobs in the logistics and supply chain field by 2018. By 2017, it is ex-
pected that the number of supply chain employees will increase from a rate of 8.4 percent for tactical occupa-
tions, to 14.9 percent for managerial occupations [8]. The demand for critical talent in the supply chain will con-
tinue to grow. 

Industry has also made clear that businesses are struggling to evolve their supply chain processes to match 
business needs. Nearly a third of all supply chain processes are inadequate, according to research from Crimson 
& Co. Every company needs to configure its processes to support priorities, allowing the supply chain to deliver 
against business objectives [9]. The supply chain is increasingly recognized as a key enabler of competitive ad-
vantage but understanding its requirements is a major industry challenge. The Western Michigan University’s 
(WMU) Integrated Supply Management (ISM) program has addressed this issue and is also heralding a national 
accolade that puts it among the top supply chain programs with a strong focus on process management and lean 
problem-solving. 

In 2014, the WMU ISM program was ranked No. 5 on Gartner’s Top U.S. Supply Chain Undergraduate Uni-
versity Programs. In addition to the overall No. 5 ranking, Gartner lists WMU as the top leader in its program 
scope category. This was in recognition of the unique combination of supply chain management, engineering, 
information technology and business education that prepares undergraduates for challenging and high-paying 
careers. Software Advice, a company that does detailed research on thousands of supply chain software applica-
tions as well as system analysis, also named the WMU ISM program second in the nation for its emphasis on 
teaching technology, software, and quantitative tools in its undergraduate program. Our paper reflects on the 
factors that are currently hampering the process of matching new college graduates with professional positions; 
and how WMU’s ISM program is successfully bridging those gaps and preparing its students by partnering with 
local businesses. 

2. The Student 
A student’s success in graduating from college sets the stage for the rest of their professional career. College is a 
means to the overall success of professional and personal goals. The success of these goals attained by students 
ultimately increases their overall well being. 

According to the American Management Association, businesses consider new college graduates to be three 
times more likely to be below average and of the lowest ability, as opposed to evaluating experienced workers 
under the same conditions. In this instance, graduates underestimate the job requirements, and employers over-
estimate the graduate’s credentials/abilities [10]. To deal with this expectation gap, companies are taking pre-
cautions to protect themselves. Instead of hiring new graduates with no real world business experience, corpora-
tions are instead investing in students that have proven themselves within internship experiences that develop 
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leadership and problem-solving skills. These valuable skills that students acquire through professional expe-
riences are highly sought after in today’s job marker. In fact, the vast majority of employers now think that stu-
dents should have at least one or two internships before graduation [11] [12]. 

Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc. evaluated some of the key similarities and differences in expectations 
between college graduates and employers [13]. Hart interviewed more than 500 graduates and over 300 busi-
nesses. In Figure 1, recent graduates and employers picked their two most critical skills. The rankings are very 
similar in a majority of the categories. Teamwork skills rank number one for both parties, followed by critical 
thinking/problem-solving and oral/written communication. 

The similarities in the data show where universities have already made advancements to their teaching me-
thods. Students can easily recognize the worth of these skills because they observe the emphasis that the job 
market and colleges have placed on them. Colleges that concentrate on these areas are able to give students a 
competitive advantage over graduates from other programs. An even more telling study begins in the areas that 
potential employers say colleges need to improve. 

The Business 
Subsequently, employers were asked, “what areas should colleges focus more attention?” Below are their top 
three responses [13]: 

1. Concepts and new developments in science and technology—82% agreed. 
2. Teamwork skills and the ability to collaborate with others in diverse group settings—76% agreed. 
3. The ability to apply knowledge and skills to real-world settings through internships or other hands-on expe-

riences—73% agreed. 
The most common answer suggests that employers want students to be more conscious of the business envi-

ronment into which they are entering. In the second reply, employers state that even though students understand 
its high priority, the teamwork abilities of college graduates are often not enough to meet their team-oriented 
standards. In the third highest response, most companies felt that colleges need to concentrate on developing 
students to deal with real world problems and their solutions. With very similar results, a NACE 2013 Job Out-
look report identified leadership as the attribute that employers seek most on a resume, followed in rank order by 
problem-solving skills, written communication, teamwork, analytical skills, work ethic, verbal communication, 
initiative, computer skills, technical skills, detail-oriented, adaptability, interpersonal skills, organizational abili-
ty, friendly, strategic planning skills, creativity, entrepreneurial, and tactfulness. 

One method that universities can utilize to instill students with all of these skills and values is by organizing 
classrooms into functional teams and challenging them with complex business circumstances to improve, and 
 

 
Figure 1. Peter hart research associates: most important skills ranked by employers.           
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then having the teams report their solutions to industry managers [14]-[20]. Schools create these settings through 
case studies, simulations, and working with local organizations to real world problems [21]-[26]. This theory has 
been discussed at great lengths in the literature as noted with numerous previous references, and Western Mich-
igan University has taken these theories into practice. 

3. Western Michigan University’s Integrated Supply Management Program 
The responses by employers in Hart’s and the NACE research symbolize clear-cut areas where employers feel 
that most college graduates are inadequate (i.e., leadership, problem-solving, teamwork, etc.). However, for stu-
dents in southwest Michigan, WMU is practicing several successful strategies to close the gap between student 
abilities and employer expectations. WMU’s ISM undergraduate program boasts a rigorous curriculum, which 
combines traditional approaches to teaching and also takes students beyond the classroom to better prepare them 
for real-world problem solving. 

WMU’s ISM program requires engagement in many challenging courses such as engineering graphics and 
processes/materials in manufacturing. These classes place a heavy emphasis on understanding and practicing 
engineering principles; skills that are often critical to the success of supply chain graduates. Very frequently, 
members of the supply chain are required to collaborate with engineers and quality personnel on new product 
launches or to maintain positive production quality. These two classes are among five engineering courses that 
stretch the product and process knowledge of WMU students. As a result, WMU’s ISM graduates are leaving 
school with an engineering background. Because its program is heavily weighted towards manufacturing, stu-
dents have a fundamental knowledge of metal, plastic, and rapid prototyping manufacturing; which has trans-
lated well in careers for global companies such as Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Honda, John Deere, 
Whirlpool, and Stryker (Table 1). 

In addition to its engineering coverage, WMU’s ISM program also requires several business requirements. 
WMU has designed the program in such a way that students are not pigeon-holed into a few career paths. WMU 
graduates have proven to be prepared to assume a wide variety of roles within purchasing, operations, project 
management, logistics, and across several other disciplines. Often, people are unaware of the breadth and depth 
of the employment opportunities within supply chain management. From marketing to data analysis and human 
resources, supply chain firms are seeking managers across departments. 

WMU’s courses also offer an in depth study of systems such as ERP (using SAP) and CAD, while improving 
students’ abilities with programs in Microsoft Office applications (i.e., using MS Excel for data analytics and 
MS Access for database management and mining). Power BI and Tableau have likewise been built into the cur-
riculum IT courses. Being well-versed in many areas as well as possessing essential knowledge of today’s latest 
software and systems provides WMU ISM graduates with a competitive advantage in the marketplace over stu-
dents that typically take half as many credit hours in their supply chain curriculums with next to no emphasis on 
technical and data analytic skills (Table 2). 

The WMU ISM curriculum consists of twice the amount of required credits as other highly ranked programs. 
Out of 43 required supply chain major credits, WMU’s ISM program offers 16 engineering focused credits (4 
classes), 12 management credits (4 classes), 6 marketing credits (2 classes), 3 law credits (1 class), and 6 supply 
chain related credit electives (2 classes). The ISM required classes include: EDMM 1420-Engineering Graphics, 
EDMM 3280-Quality Assurance and Control, EDMM 1500 & 1501-Processes and Materials in Manufacturing, 
MGMT 2800-Introduction to Supply Management, MGMT 3200-ERP System Management, MGMT 3810-Ex- 
periential Live Lean Problem-Solving Projects, MGMT 4640-Production Management and Control, MKTG 
3720-Purchasing Management, MKTG 4630-Manufacturing Logistics, LAW 4840-International Business 
 
Table 1. Average Starting Salary for WMU’s ISM graduates 2012-2013: $62,896.                                        

Job Titles 
Buyer, Materials Planner, Supply Chain/Logistics Analyst, Contracts Representative, Purchasing Manager, 
Production Scheduler, Production Manager, Project Manager, Inventory Manager, Logistics Coordinator, 
Operations Supervisor, Supply Chain/SAP Coordinator, Scheduling Coordinator. 

Traditional Employers That 
Recruit WMU’s ISM  

Graduates 

American Axle, Bendix, Coca-Cola, Coyote Logistics, Eaton, Exel Supply Chain, Expeditors International, 
Ford Motor Company, GE Aviation, General Motors, Honda, IBM, John Deere, Kohler, Kellogg’s,  
Marathon Oil, Perrigo, Stryker Instruments, Stryker Medical, Texas Instruments, Meijer, Monsanto, Total 
Quality Logistics, US Defense Logistics Agency, and Whirlpool. 
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Table 2. Credit requirements.                                     

University Required Credits 

Western Michigan University 43 

Arizona State University 21 

Michigan State University 18 

Penn State University 24 

University of Texas, Austin 21 

 
Law w/Advanced Contract Negotiation, EDMM 4870-Manufacturing Productivity Techniques or GEOG 3010- 
Fundamentals of Geographic Information Systems or IME 5120-Management of Service Operations, and 
EDMM 4880/MKTG 4880-Applied Process Reengineering. 

The elective courses give students the opportunity to pursue areas such as finance and accounting and data 
analytics, or students have the option to earn a minor/second major in place of ISM-related electives. Over half 
of the students have decided to take the new business analytics minor, which develops data analytic, database 
management, and data mining skills. Employers have sent the message to students that they will pay a premium 
for these IT skills that heavily compliment the supply chain field. The variety of the program and its flexibility 
to student needs increases the likelihood of graduates receiving attractive jobs after school. It has also lead to an 
increase in starting salary for WMU ISM graduates. 

Nationally, Fall 2012 and Spring 2013 supply chain graduates reported an average starting salary of $48,431 
USD [13], while WMU ISM graduates reported an average starting salary of around $58,000 for the same time 
frame, with around 20% of the students getting offers for over $60,000. This wage gap of over $10,000 reflects 
how WMU is shifting the demand curve for its graduates and therefore increasing benefits that they receive with 
their new employers. Within the first three months of leaving school, close to 100% of WMU’s ISM graduates 
find a full-time managerial position. 

4. Management 3810—Live Experiential Lean Problem-Solving Projects 
The mission of WMU’s ISM program is to influence the evolution of supply management theory and practice 
through scholarly teaching, discovery, integration and application. Management 3810 is a non-traditional class 
that capitalizes on the program’s overall key missions and is typically taken by students that are approximately 
half way through their supply chain major coursework. Problem-solving learning pedagogy is very well-suited 
to connecting learning within and across courses in a way that aligns with accreditation standards and learning 
outcomes. Problem-solving learning offers a collaborative, dynamic pedagogy for bringing together industry 
professionals, faculty, and students to tie theory into practice. This class builds on prior appeals for project- 
based learning [14]-[26], and was specifically inspired by the work done by Sroufe and Ramos [25] [26]. 

WMU faculty work with local business leaders/clients to identify problem-solving opportunities for its stu-
dents to improve throughout a semester-long project. Within the confines of the course structure, students man-
age the task under direct supervision of a faculty member and from project leaders at the sponsoring company. 
These clients that work with WMU students on these ventures have a supply chain issue or constraint, and use 
students as a resource to provide solutions. The problems that are posed to students, as well as the business im-
pact of these projects, are hands-on and real. As a result, companies that choose to work with WMU on projects 
must know that they will receive good value; and in return the students receive invaluable professional work 
experience in solving real-world supply chain problems. 

Only upperclassmen are able to enroll for the course, which ensures that students have a fundamental know-
ledge of supply chain management concepts and techniques. Building on this basic foundational understanding, 
professors provide lean training on critical concepts before the students have a kick-off meeting with the local 
businesses. Among these concepts are the A3 structured approach to problem solving, the Single-Minute Ex-
change of Die (SMED) system, value stream mapping techniques, Lean Six Sigma, and 5S to name a few. After 
mastering these process management concepts and techniques, students are then given the chance to gain expe-
rience by applying these tools to an on-site industry process. 
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The course provides student teams with a project formulated by professors and industry partners, such as 
Stryker, Whirlpool, Kellogg, Eaton, Steelcase, Texas Instruments, Mann-Hummel, Eliason, Parker Hannifin, 
Bronson Hospital, and Mercedes Benz Technology, allowing the teams the opportunity to create solutions and 
then apply them to improve a company’s operations. The collaboration with industry partners provides every 
student with the unique opportunity to apply their in-class learning to the goals of successful corporations, giv-
ing the students a professional work experience. 

The primary objective of this course is to extend the student’s knowledge of the basic elements, issues, and 
problems facing the firm’s supply chain. This course builds on the concepts introduced in previous courses and 
offers more detail regarding supply chain strategies, operating practices, and principles. The course is designed 
to provide students with an understanding of the design, implementation, and broad management of the effective 
and efficient integrated supply chain systems, by solving real world industry issues specifically using the A3 
problem solving process. The class has sponsored over 100 industry projects since 2008 and has saved its indus-
try partners millions of dollars while also helping improve their performance along the competitive dimensions 
of quality, service, and flexibility. 

4.1. Course Description 
Taught as a seminar for shared learning, best practices, and knowledge across teams and clients, the course re-
quires all students to examine issues beyond their project scope and client concerns. Students work in teams to 
frame problems, develop solution paths, and manage projects from conception to completion for a company. 
The focus is on improving processes, driving innovation, and creating a competitive advantage—both short and 
long term—for organizations. Client deliverables include a formal presentation to the client management team 
that will lead to productivity gains, cost savings, revenue increases, and profit growth when implemented by the 
client. Note, some student project teams are able to implement their recommendations if time permits under the 
confines of a four-month semester. However, all student groups are required to make implementation recom-
mendations at a bare minimum. Also, several client companies have the projects evolve from one semester to the 
next over a period of time in order to add more value to the client, so the projects build off of one another. The 
core mission is to provide meaningful opportunities for students to authenticate best practices in supply chain 
management while developing professional skills for managing people, processes and resources. 

4.2. Alignment with Undergraduate Program Goals 
Building on other foundational courses in the business college, students apply concepts and models from mar-
keting, finance, accounting, operations, law, human resources, economics, statistics, information technology, 
and their signature supply chain courses. Students develop and test hypotheses; conduct primary and secondary 
research; collect and analyze data; establish goals and metrics and action plans; and prepare persuasive propos-
als and presentations in order to align course goals with the learning objectives of the business college. 

4.3. Course Pedagogy 
Serving as consultants with external clients, students represent WMU and the ISM program. Their clients are 
looking for new ideas for improving competiveness and profitability. They expect rigorous analysis, both quan-
titative and qualitative, that reflects the breadth and depth of an accredited, globally-recognized curriculum. The 
clients do prepare a preliminary project description, but the student team must refine and articulate project goals, 
scope, tasks, timetables and deliverables. 

Faculty function as senior partners and risk managers for the student team consulting engagements, providing 
overall direction, including standardized templates, tools, and protocols to assure quality control. Faculty pre-
view all documents and presentations before they share them with their clients to ensure sound reasoning and 
professionalism. This screening step limits risk for the student and the university while the students are learning. 
The course schedule lists formal checkpoints and status reviews, but faculty are also available for informal 
coaching, and students have access to the expertise of professionals throughout their educational community. 
For example, a warehousing project might require the direction of a faculty member in the college of engineer-
ing who has that specific area of expertise. 
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5. Phases of the Process Improvement Project 
Each group will submit a description of at least 1 process (1/2 to 1 page each) that they would like to evaluate. 
Typically, the faculty member will identify several options from local companies and the students then choose 
based on interest. The process cannot be a process that is already undergoing an improvement effort. The stu-
dents must have access to an actual process and be able to gather data from it. 

In order to move forward with a student project, the team must complete a proposal sheet to ensure that they 
understand the criteria for their projects. To begin attempting to solve a problem, that team will need to meet 
certain requirements including; a project title, a “Company/Client Project Champion” from the hosting company, 
a clearly defined project scope, project deliverables (specific and measurable), and background information on 
the company. This is an essential requirement due to the fact that as faculty, we need to be able to have certain 
deliverables to make sure the companies will be satisfied. 

From these process descriptions, the group will select with the instructor’s input a process to analyze. Exam-
ples of good processes for analysis from previous classes include (other examples can also be found in Table 5): 
• The medical record completion process at a major hospital. 
• A warranty claim process. 
• The Receiving process at a major hospital. 
• The process of assembling, preparing, and packing components for shipment. 

5.1. Group Presentation 
The groups will make a preliminary presentation early in the semester. Each group will have 15 minutes for this 
presentation. This presentation will be a description of the current process (which will include a process map), 
an evaluation of performance measures for the process (both current performance measures and suggested addi-
tions/changes), and a short discussion of where the problems are and where/how they expect to make improve-
ments. 

A final presentation of the project will be made to the class that will consist of a brief review of the process; 
the analyses performed on the current process; recommended process changes; impact of those process changes 
and a project plan for implementation. Each group will have 25 minutes for this presentation and they must use 
the A3 problem solving format. These presentations are typically done on-site at the client’s facility since it typ-
ically involves several managers and proprietary information. Most of the companies require students to sign a 
non-disclosure agreement before the projects begin as well. 

The presentations will be graded on the following criteria: 
• Quality of PowerPoint or Prezi Slides (per client’s preference). 
• Correct Level of Detail per the A3 problem-solving format (Table 3). 
• Participation of all group members (of which all will evaluate each other). 
• Speaking quality (eye contact, spoken not read, projection). 
• Time management. 

5.2. Written Project 
The group will then be required to submit a written project. The criteria for the written project are as follows: 
• Executive summary. 
• Table of contents. 
• Brief description of the organization. 
• Description and map of the existing process. 
• Analysis of the existing process. 
• Analysis of performance measures. 
• Recommended changes to the process and new process map. 
• Expected benefits of the changes to the process (in terms of recommended performance measures). 
• Project plan for implementation (including time and resources). 
• Tables and Figures, labeled and referenced. 

5.3. Project Management Process 
The following approach summarizes Chapters 1 through 5 of the course text, The McKinsey Mind [25] [26].  
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Table 3. A3 analysis requirements.                                                                             

Step Description 

Theme What are we trying to do? 

Background 
• Background of the problem 
• Context required for full understanding 
• Importance of the problem 

Current Condition 

• Diagram of current situation (or process). 
• Highlight problem(s) with storm bursts 
• What about the system is not ideal? 
• Extent of the problem(s), i.e., measures 

Cause Analysis 
• List problem(s) 
• Most likely direct (or root) cause 
• Five why 

Target Condition 
• Diagram of proposed new process 
• Countermeasures noted as fluffy clouds 
• Measurable targets (quantity, time) 

Implementation Plan 

• What actions need to be taken? 
• Who is the responsible person? 
• When does this take place? 
• Where does this take place? 

Follow up • Plan how you will check the efforts 
• When will you check them? 

 
Chapters 6 and 7 offer additional insight to managing the team, your client and yourselves. Table 4 shows the 
steps that are required to manage projects effectively. Students are expected to be well-versed in the contents of 
Table 4. 

6. A3 Problem Solving 
The format follows a very specific line of thinking and the desired outcome is that students will begin to use it to 
assess any problem they face in industry settings. The first step that students must complete is to decide the 
theme of the project. This helps the group decide what they are attempting to accomplish (Table 3). All of this 
information will need to fit on an A3 size sheet of paper or an 11 × 17 inch piece of paper. Toyota created this 
problem-solving technique. The A3 approach is now used by the majority of companies in the auto industry and 
several other industries throughout the global economy. Most of the companies that participate in this course al-
ready use the A3 process for their internal continuous improvement courses. The idea is that everyone has to be 
able to solve problems, but you have to keep it simple. Otherwise, changes are never made. Students must be 
able to state on their resume that they have problem solving skills. An example of the A3 format is listed below 
(Figure 2). 

The A3 problem-solving format is a structured approach to problem solving based on fundamentals inspired 
by Toyota Motor Corporation. Toyota is known for its ability to manufacture high quality products through con-
tinuous process improvements. Their engineers, supervisors, and management all use the A3 problem-solving 
tool. This concise document provides a standard for implementing positive change [27]. The user follows a 
ten-step process improvement roadmap and also clearly defines the problem on a one page A3 problem-solving 
format. 

This technique is extremely helpful for students to easily identify root causes for solving complex manufac-
turing problems. Several companies in southwest Michigan have repeatedly offered their manufacturing issues 
for projects with WMU because they have seen significant and positive results in the past. Two businesses that 
have worked on multiple occasions with WMU students are Companies A and B, which are described in the 
next section. 

6.1. Company A 
Company A is a publicly traded Fortune 500 manufacturing company headquartered locally to WMU and has  
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Table 4. Managing projects effectively.                                                                            

Steps: Milestones: 

1. Frame the Problem 
a. Analyze the client’s situation and needs 
b. Identify the key issues 
c. Determine problem(s) to solve why 

• Agreement to scope, goals, measurements and exclusions from project  
charter 

• Documentation of “as is” model and practices 
• Presentation of logic tree and organizing frameworks 
• Understand/acknowledgement of constraints 

2. Develop/Screen Hypothesis 
a. Articulate idealized state by brainstorming the 
possibilities (“What could be”) 
b. Define any project boundaries 

• Working agreement on which possibilities align with mission and values 
• “QDT” analysis (See Chapter 1) 
• Refined scope document 

3. Design the Analysis 
a. Determine information needed to prove/disprove  
hypotheses 
b. Structure analysis; select appropriate tools 

• Work plan—tasks, duties, timetable—aligned to “big picture” and client  
culture 

• Identification of key drivers/factors that have major impact on problem(s) 

4. Gather “Smart” Data 
a. Develop/test questionnaires and protocols;  
conduct interviews 
b. Collect useful information quickly (per advice from text, 
faculty and client) 

• Knowledge management (KM) documents 
• Share/discuss with entire team 
• “Pre-wire” instructors 
• Get timely “reaction” from client (go/no go) 

5. Interpret the Results 
a. Find the “so what” insight assess the risks 
b. Draw conclusions 
c. Generate solutions (per client capabilities) 
d. Forecast impact of change 

• Gap analysis 
• Financial analysis 
• Analysis and forecasts using proven models and tools 
• Opportunity matrix—short and long term 
• Recommendations and action plan that are “pre-wired” with faculty and  

primary client stakeholders 

6. Present Your Ideas 
a. Develop team strategy for convincing clients that change  
is merited and achievable 
b. Prepare deliverables to specifications 

• Written strategic plan that outlines a significant change management  
recommendation, including implementation guidelines, timetable and  
budget 

• PowerPoint slides for final presentation 

 
had a very successful history of working together on various productivity projects with the ISM program. The 
connection between Company A and WMU has led to the project successes in Table 5. 

WMU students have made several key contributions to Company A’s bottom line. According to their project 
manager, the work performed by the students has reduced inventory costs, increased visibility of products, wi-
dened margins, and improved return on investment. WMU students have also provided extremely valuable sug-
gestions for Company A’s indirect purchasing department. The solutions posed by students reduced costs and 
provided the organization with an excellent purchasing strategy to reduce its supply base. In working together on 
these productivity projects, WMU students and Company A have both benefited immensely. 

6.2. Company B 
The MGMT 3810 class serves all sized companies in several industries. Company B is a smaller 100-person 
manufacturing facility and distributes doors to fit the needs of a wide customer base which consists of members 
from various industries such as restaurants, hospitals, and construction sites. 

On one process improvement project, students recommended set up times could be reduced by 50%. By hav-
ing a removable tool, the team eliminated repetitive steps and proved the proposal’s value with a cost analysis 
presentation to upper management. In a separate project for Company B, students reduced downtime and created 
standardization by developing current best practices for several manufacturing processes. Within these formal, 
written guidelines, the students documented all steps, parts, and ‘tribal knowledge’ needed to create a quality 
management system. In doing so, the students reduced cycle times, eliminated waste within the current practices, 
and improved Company B’s ability to cross-train employees. 

In both projects, students applied the A3 problem-solving approach to determine the root cause of the issues. 
Knowledge-based decision making allowed the students to propose and implement positive change for Company 
B [25] [26]. 
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Figure 2. A3 analysis format.                                                                               
 
Table 5. Company A projects.                                                                                    

Project Description 

Applying Lean Manufacturing Practices 
Part consolidation to improve Company A’s use of production floor space. The students collected 
data on parts by weight, location, and container and then proposed solutions to reduce inventory 
and implement a JIT system for the production floor. 

The Supermarket Project 
ISM students were assigned to Company A’s warehouse for a major product division. The  
students took inventory of parts used, size and weight, standardized shipment packaging  
and holding bins, and implemented improvements for circulation of parts 

Indirect Supply Consolidation 

The group formulated short- and long-term goals that included creating procedures for proper  
oversight of the indirect supply base, setting buyer authorization levels, creating a scorecard to  
evaluate indirect suppliers, suggesting up-to-date ERP systems and e-tools, creating a preferred  
list, using strategic purchasing methods. 

Kanban Project Company A’s product line team leaders worked with a group of ISM students to effectively  
change the Kanban sizes and reorder quantities of all the parts on an integral product line. 

7. Conclusions 
Western Michigan University’s ISM program is continuously producing top talent for its target job market. Em-
ployers that consistently acquire students from WMU are appreciating the results. A manager from a Fortune 
100 company in Ohio regularly speaks to WMU graduates’ abilities to quickly adapt to the challenges of their 
new job—they are job-ready day one. Receiving such high praise from a recruiter at a prominent global organi-
zation is a great indicator that WMU has successful teaching methods in place within a comprehensive curricu-
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lum; and it also reveals the value of WMU’s collaboration with local companies to give its student a unique ad-
vantage in the business world. 

In 2016, the program ranked fifth for undergraduate education on a listing of the top 100 universities for 
supply chain education, produced by SCM World, a cross-industry learning community powered by the world’s 
most influential supply chain practitioners. The program received a No. 7 overall ranking. Notably, the curricu- 
lum ranked No. 2 in the industrial sector. According to survey administrators, “Having secured a top five rank-
ing for its undergraduate supply chain program, Western Michigan demonstrates a solid commitment to cross- 
functional education. Especially among industrials, this program scores well”. Additionally, the program was 
ranked No. 5 for its preparation of professionals in management and No. 2 in purchasing and procurement. The 
survey respondents were able to select from among 190 university and college options on the poll and were 
given the option to specify other universities or business schools not available in the pre-populated list. Respon-
dents were supply chain professionals in a variety of industries. 

As of now, there are six competencies that universities often focus on, in order to better meet the needs of to-
day’s competitive and global job market [25] [26]: 

1. Collaboration with employers. 
2. Teamwork skills of graduates. 
3. New developments in technology. 
4. Hands-on experience. 
5. Critical thinking. 
6. Oral/written communication. 
WMU’s ISM program and its live experiential lean problem-solving class are setting graduates up for success 

by challenging them in all of the above areas. Students gain hands-on experience by working within a team and 
using a proven structured approach to problem solving (A3), all in the process of solving real supply chain 
problems. As a result, its graduates are able to adapt quickly in their new positions and they are seeing a tangible 
increase in job benefits and the number of potential employers. Western Michigan University’s Integrated 
Supply Management program is successfully closing the gap between graduates’ abilities and employer expecta-
tions though continuous collaboration with industry. 
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