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Industry is often reluctant to participate in sponsored projects for education.  The two 
traditional barriers being time, and distance.  Desirable sponsors are often too far from the 
school to affordably participate in a sponsored project.  Also, student projects can be labor 
intensive in terms of reviews and critiques, often requiring travel to and from the school or 
review venue multiple times throughout the project time-line. The requirement for extensive 
advance scheduling makes it difficult for the participants to modify project content, change 
schedules, or re-arrange participants at the last minute. 
 
Using the Internet as a basis for project review removes the two most common barriers to 
sponsored projects – time and distance.  Therefore, Industry contacts will be more willing to 
sponsor them because of the decreased resource commitment. 
 
Through a review of four, distance run projects conducted by Brigham Young University 
over the past 4 semesters the potential of the medium as a project platform will be reviewed.  
The participating project sponsors include Mercury Marine, Baja Boats, General Motors, 
Ford Motor Company, The Coleman Company, and Compaq computers.  
 
Richard Fry entered the education field 2 years ago when he began teaching Product 
Design in the Industrial Design at Brigham Young University in Provo, UT.   
 
He completed his Masters of Fine Arts in Industrial Design at the University of Illinois 
Urbana Champaign.  Previous to entering the education field, Richard worked in the areas of 
Aerospace, Exhibit, Appliance, and Home Fitness design. 
 
He currently goes by the title “Richard Fry – Design Guy.” 
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INTRODUCTION  
As educators, each of us struggles for innovative content that will keep students motivated throughout the 
duration of their time with us.   
 
Project sponsorship is one stop on the path to creative content.  But, depending where you 
are in the world, this may not always be possible due to many different constraints. 
 
 
 



HISTORY AT BYU 
Brigham Young University is located in Provo.  Provo is roughly 700 miles in any direction 
from any center of Industrial Design.  Because of this geographic isolation, industry contact 
for our design students and program is limited.  Therefore, we have tried over the past 30 
years to do our best to get a wide variety of sponsored project.   
 
Project sponsors have included: 
General Motors    Ford 
Mercury Marine    Baja Boat 
Motorola     Hewlett Packard 
Icon Health and Fitness   Compaq Computer 
Hummer     Tecumsah Motor 
The Coleman Company   Harley Davidson 
Clairol      Oster 
Armco Steel     Hannebrink Bicycle 
Fulton Homes    Texas Instruments 
 
Getting these sponsorships has not always been easy.  We’ve tried to capitalize on our 
Alumni.  We track them and see where they’ve been, where they are going, and are 
constantly asking them about the chances of running a sponsored project.  The Alumni are 
an especially good resource because they have been through the program and know the 
benefits of sponsored projects.  We also “recycle” sponsors every three or four years; 
therefore, we’ve done multiple projects with most of these companies. 
 
DEFINITION OF SPONSORSHIP 
Sponsorship should be defined as a project where the company you are targeting has active 
involvement in the project.  Winter semester (2001) our sponsor was not able to fulfill a 
sponsored project agreement.  For a last minute project, we chose the KitchenAid brand to 
focus our efforts on.  But because there was no input or review from the Whirlpool 
Corporation (owner of the KitchenAid Brand) it can’t be considered a sponsored project. 
 
 
BENEFITS OF SPONSORSHIP 
There are three immediate benefits to students who participate in sponsored projects: 

1. RESPONSIBILITY.  Sponsored projects have the benefit of introducing students to 
what it’s like out in the real world.  They are now responsible to a third party.  
Someone other than their assigned educator is asking for things and requiring 
deadlines.   

2. VARIETY:  Additionally, Sponsored projects create a wide variety of project 
experiences for the students.  Variety not only in subject matter, but in the number 
of people that give them feedback and instruction. 

3. EXCITEMENT:  The first two benefits combine together to create excitement in 
the student for the work at hand.  Each semester they anxiously await the news of 
what the project might be.  Unfortunately, this has created a slight problem when a 
sponsor pulls out.  The students are less motivated when there is no sponsor. 

 
Additionally, there are also benefits to the faculty and program: 



1. SHARE THE LOAD:  You don’t have to be the only bad guy. Some of the reasons 
are limited faculty and facilities.  We’ve needed to expand what resources we do 
have. 

2. VIRTUAL EXPERTS: If I need an expert on Market Analysis in the household 
appliance market, I’ve got a contact. 

 
Each sponsor must commit to supporting the project.  Support comes in three areas:  

 FINANCIAL SUPPORT.  Whether this takes the form of an actual monetary 
amount, or money spent on travel, meals, etc.  Sponsorship does carry a monetary 
burden.  

 INSTRUCTION.  This usually takes the form of visits from the sponsor several 
times throughout the semester to teach specific concepts. 

 FEEDBACK. Concepts such as research techniques, presentation techniques, or 
just plain old critiques. 

 
The three criteria for sponsorship mentioned above require a lot on the part of any 
company/organization/sponsor.  The three main barriers to being able to provide the 
necessary support are Time and Money, and Distance.   
 
CASE STUDIES 
At Brigham Young University, the Industrial Design program has been working with the 
World Wide Web for project management for the past 2 years.  The tool has turned out 
surprisingly useful.  However, there is no evidence that it has improved the quality of the 
project outcome, but it has increased our likelihood of getting a sponsor.  The following case 
studies chronicle the past 4 semesters worth of experiences and serve as a format to gather 
our conclusions. 
 
For reference, a project index can be found at: http://www.et.byu.edu/id.  
 
Case Study 1:  Mercury Marine/Baja Boats 
Fall 2000 
Sponsor Location:  Fon du Lac, Wisconson 
 
This was our introduction into the world of web projects.  We were actually encouraged on 
the part of the sponsor to use a web-based format.  They had used it successfully in industry 
to communicate with clients who were at a distance.  They had a format that we could 
adopt/adapt to our special circumstances.   
 
As our first attempt it became a hybrid project.  Three of the reviews were done via the web, 
with one interim review done on-site at the University.   
 
The learning curve was tremendous.  It took an additional 20 hrs/week in some cases to get 
everything gathered from students, posted, and ready for phone conferences with the 
sponsors. Our attempt at an information structure was awkward.  Members of the eight 
work groups within the project changed halfway through the project, and sketches and 
drawings had to be moved around to match the new groups. 
 
 



General Motors   
Winter 2001/2002 
Sponsor Location:  Warren, Michigan 
 
This time around, rather than gathering the work from the students and “posting” it, 
students were responsible for placing their own work in a specific directory where the web 
page could go out and retrieve it. Reviews were held weekly via phone conference with GM. 
 
A student web-master was chosen for the “Trans” project site.  In order to get a better-
looking site, the Webmaster began experimenting with Macromedia Flash.  This caused 
technology conflicts with the sponsor. After a brief conflict, the sponsor took the necessary 
steps to become compatible. 
 
The Coleman Company 
Fall 2001 
Sponsor Location:  Wichita, Kansas 
 
This was the first project where we had to do research with graphs, summaries, etc.  We had 
been working in PowerPoint for similar presentations.  PowerPoint has the ability to export 
a presentation as a web page.  Rather than try to convert the data, we just used the “save as 
web page” option, and dropped the information on the web site. 
 
Compaq Computer  
Winter 2002 
Sponsor Location:  Houston, TX 
 
This was a defining project for us.  The sponsor was nervous about the time necessary to be 
a project sponsor and wanted to be straightforward about these concerns.  Compaq didn’t 
have the ability to devote a lot of manpower to reviews and visits.  Having the ability to run 
a project from a distance proved the tiebreaker. 
 
From a functional standpoint, the format for the web site started to simplify, and take on a 
standard format. 
 
SUMMARY OF CASE STUDIES 
The specific benefits of running these as “web-based” projects are: 

1. INCREASED FEEDBACK:  Students no longer have to wait until a specific, 
scheduled review date.  However, there is a lag time between when a student 
“Posts” a presentation and when they get feedback.  Continued work needs to go 
into decreasing this lost time. 

2. CONVENIENCE:  Sponsors can look at the progress of a project at any time, not 
just at specific milestones.  A sponsor can also review a project from home, or from 
someone else’s computer. 

3. INCREASED SPONSORHIP:  Using the web breaks traditional stereotypes for 
sponsors.  They are just as curious about how to use the web as we are. This 
curiosity opens the playing field to those who might be farther away than viable 
using traditional review methods. 



4. EXPOSURE OF PROGRAM:  The web sites generated through the fulfillment of 
the project can be used to look for additional sponsors.  It amounts to free 
advertising. 

5. HISTORY:  The completed project of a student is recorded on the web. This helps 
in evaluating the student’s progress at the end of the semester/term. 

 
Even with the benefits described above, the road has not been without difficulties.  
Specifically related to a web-based project the following items have surfaced as being very 
important.   
 

1. STUDENT WEB-MASTER:  Distance based project management is a new model.  
We are still trying to figure out how it works.  As such, it takes more time than 
traditionally run projects.  The time necessary to administer distance program takes 
time away from an already busy schedule.  Having a student web-master has three 
benefits: 

a. The student benefits greatly, and learns another skill that will be useful in 
their chosen field. 

b. Removes an unnecessary burden from the instructor.  (There are already 
enough things to do) 

c. They take a personal sense of pride in the look and appearance of the page.  
The site is usually better looking graphically than when the professors do it. 

d. Sometimes students have more leverage in getting work out of their peers. 
 

2. RECOGNITION OF A NEW “DIGITAL” KNOWLEDGE BASE:  As computer 
literate as students seem to be, there was a steep learning curve that the students had 
to go through as well. They need to be able to provide you with copies of their work 
in a suitable format.  

 
 

3. ORGANIZATION OF WEB PAGE:  How do you structure a web site?  What 
happens if your project is group based rather than individualized?  The answers to 
these questions are obviously based on your specific circumstances.  But it is better 
to consider the answers to these questions earlier rather than later.  The structure of 
the web site should facilitate easy maintenance and upkeep.  It should also be easy to 
navigate from the point of view of the sponsor. 

 
4. METHOD TO CREATE/MAINTAIN THE SITE and:  Currently there are some 

basic programs available that allow you to create a web page.  The three most basic 
are: 

a. MICROSOFT FRONTPAGE: This works great for novice users.  With 
minimum instruction, you can hammer out a web page that may not be 
pretty, but will work quite well.  

b. MICROSOFT POWERPOINT: This should be familiar to most.  It 
publishes easily to the web. 

c. MACROMEDIA FLASH:  This is turning out to be very convenient.  A key 
benefit is that it interfaces with industry standard graphics and illustration 
packages (Adobe Illustrator/Macromedia Freehand).  The resultant 
“interactive movie” is far more forgiving in terms of the fonts, colors, and 



graphics. One draw back is that it requires learning one more program, and 
the viewer needs the flash/shockwave plug-in for their browser (available 
free from macromedia.com). 

 
CONCLUSION 
Students react well to the variety and the additional input/point of view that a sponsored 
project affords. However, ideal sponsors are often located at a considerable distance from 
the classroom/project site.  Travel is usually prohibitive for the students, and in today’s 
economic market (where both time and money are important) is prohibitive for the sponsor 
as well. Because of the labor-intensive characteristics of most projects in terms of reviews, 
feedback, and instructional opportunities, sponsors are often reluctant to sign-up for such a 
time commitment when distance and a considerable loss of time are involved.  
 
Using the Internet as a basis for project review removes two of the main barriers to 
sponsored projects – time and distance.  The web makes things accessible anytime, 
anywhere.  Sponsors can stay in their office or review the project from home. Telephone or 
email allows communication over distance.  Reviews can be spread over several days when 
time allows.  This allows them to use little chunks of time rather than commit to a single 
large block. 
 
The benefits that come from web-based projects do not come without a price.  There is a 
significant learning curve.  Both the faculty and the students feel this burden of this learning curve.  
 
Running web-based projects at BYU has been successful for us, and we will keep doing it.  
We hope to improve with experience.  Within the curriculum, we are currently working to 
develop a “digital” knowledge base in the lower classmen to prepare them for an ever-
increasing involvement in the web experience. 
 


