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With gas prices rocket-

ing, people are logking once.

again to trains for a more cost-
efficient means of transport-
ing goods. Here at MTU, a
professor and a Ph.D student
have come together to create
a program that allows students
interested in this field to be
trained and leam first-hand
about railway systems.

Dr. Bill Sproule and Ph.D
student Pasi Lautala share a
common .interest: railroads
and trains. Lautala, once just
a grad student visiting from
Finland, eventually collabo-
rated several vears later with
Sproule, his advisor back in
the day, and they came up
with the “Railroad Engineer-
ing Study Program to Finland™
in 2004. 16 students took six
credits, three on railroad engi-
neering and three on the Finn-
ish language and culture. They
spent the first week in Hough-
ton, followed by a field trip
to Chicago and then traveled
to Finland for the remaining
three weeks. In 2005, the pro-
gram had 13 students and this
year there will be 10. Lautala
felt the biggest detractor from
the program, with over 40 pco-
ple showing interest this year,
was the cost.

Beside the cost ot the
credits, there is the airfare and
living expenses within Fin-

land, not to mention the loss of

money from a possible co-op
during that time.

However, many railroad
companies have been deeply
interested in the program and
have started recruiting at MTU
as a result. Currently most rail-
road companies-hire. students
and then spend six to ninc
i months training: the individu-
als. Obviously, if students al-

ready have some background
in the field, they are immedi-
ately much more valuable to

these companies. “"Before tak-
ing the job they can learn at a
university,” Lautala explained,
adding that there are no pro-
arams of this type anywhere
else in the United States. *Very
Tew universities teach anything
about railroads.™ The Univer-
sity of [llinois at Champaign-
Urbana has several classes
specializing in ratlway design,
ay does the Untversity of Ken-
tucky, but they don’t involve

Tield trips or visiting foreign

countries. Lautala commented
that railroad companies in the
Linited States are stricter in
what visiting students can see
as far as operations and equip-
ment than any companies in
Finland. .

“It's @ very active indus-
try right now: operations and
profits have gone up because
1's more cconomical to ship
by rail,” Lautala said.

Companies like CSX
have talked: with- Lautala and
Sproute  and  even offered
$400 - 500 scholarships this
vear tor students interested in
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Members of the unique MTU railroad engineering study pro-
gram on a visit to the railways of Finland.

working in the field. With the
program continually gaining
attentton, more funding should
follow, making it more aftord-
able for students to participate.
“You can take the program
even if you are not a civil en-
gineer... what I’m really try-
ing to promote is to make it
muliti-disciplinary,” Lautala
explained. A railroad club has
even been started at MTU
called “Railroad Engineer-
ing and Activities Club™ that

a Railroad Night in February
with big railroad companies
like CSX, UPRR and BNSF
showing up.

“This is a living proj-
ect that evolves as we move
along™ said Lautala. For stu-
dents interested, Lautala can
be contacted at ptlautal@mry.
edu or in his office @ 308
Dillman, where he has pam-
phlets giving a more in-depth
description of the trip and pro-
gram. The REAC information

promotes involvement in the... can_be faund at /e /www

railroad industry. They hosted

sos.mtu.edwreac/ .




