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Helena College Mission:  

Helena College supports our diverse community by providing the paths and tools necessary to assist learners in  
achieving their educational and career goals.  

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Advisory Council Agenda

Industrial Welding and Metal Fabrication

February 24, 2026 (1 p.m.– 2 p.m.)

Attendees
Helena College

Cody Torres- Welding Technology Instructor (CAS)
Stephanie Hunthausen- Executive Director of Career Technical Education 
Kathy Mortimore – Skilled Trades Advisor
Joel Simms – Substitute Welding Instructor

Advisory Council Members
Riley Hill – Northside Welding
John Schachtner – Big Sky Flat Tanks
Casey Howery -Applied Materials
Austin Brooks - Sletten Construction
Welcome! John Schachtner (Recent graduate Helena College/Big Sky Flat Tanks)
Welcome! Riley Hill (Recent graduate Helena College/ Northside Welding)

Program/Department Updates
Enrollment Updates:

 Welding Technology (CAS) Enrollment:
o  Currently 13 out of 15 capacity

 Industrial Welding & Metal fabrication (AAS) Enrollment:
o  Currently 9 out of 15 capacity

 Although our numbers have been very consistent overall for the last 10 
years, the IWMF faculty is still in pursuit of boosting enrollment in the 
program to 40-45 students, aligning with the average of 43 students from AY 
2010 to AY 2017 in our Academic Program Review.



Equipment Updates:
 Continued partnerships with Miller Electric have provided access to their 

newest technology in industrial welding machines. Delta Weld Machines with 
the Field-Pro Feeders. Added Baliegh Power Rollers with funding through 
Perkins Grant.

Success Stories:
 The IWMF program has seen a significant increase in enrolled students 

obtaining employment within the welding industry in the last couple of years 
along with a significant increase of industry employment after graduating as 
well.

Equipment and Modern Technology

CNC Plasma Cutting vs Laser Cutting:
 Currently, the Helena College Industrial Welding and Metal Fabrication Program 

is running a DynaTorch (5' x 10') table and two ArcLight (4' x 8') tables. 



 The DynaTorch has been a solid workhorse for us built heavy, reliable, and 
accurate but we’re now running into issues finding replacement parts and 
support to keep it operating long-term.

 The ArcLight tables have done an okay job, but they weren’t really designed for 
the level of industrial use our students put them through. We’re seeing ongoing 
problems with connectivity, exposed electronics, and general durability when 
they’re used all day, every day in a training environment.

 With the recent restructuring of our program fees, we’re in a position to look at 
upgrading to a larger, more industrial-grade cutting system. Before we move 
forward, we’d really value your input on what direction makes the most sense 
for industry needs especially as shops shift between CNC plasma and CNC laser 
systems.

 Industry Movement: Are you seeing any shift one way or the other as to industry 
requirements or standards? 

o Industry seems to be moving toward CNC laser systems. Out of country 
systems are much cheaper, however, at this time customer support of those 
systems for the shops is inadequate.  American built systems are much better.

o Not many laser systems in the state of Montana. 
 Advantages/ Disadvantages Plasma vs. Laser?

o Laser systems are much better for accuracy and cuts than plasma 
systems.

o There is practically no clean up with a laser system and the pieces are 
weld- ready.

o High quality plasma cutters are still less expensive. 
 Specifically, those with Laser capabilities, what are the added safety precautions 

involved with the process and equipment?
o Eye wear that blocks a certain light frequency.
o Have a quality exhaust/ventilation system in place.

Additional General Questions:

Equipment/Technology:

 Are there any other Equipment/Technology that your shops have seen any kind of 
shift towards? (Cobots/ Robotics)

o Cobots are fairly part specific and not used much generally.
o Bug-Os- pipe welders that decreases the time to pipe weld. They are fairly 

user friendly to use. 



 We’d like to learn more about how our advisory board engages with emerging 
technology. Do any of you currently use AI tools in your work, and if so, in what ways 
are they supporting or influencing your decision-making.

o It is used more in the office setting, and in the safety department.  Using 
drones to map progress and then AI can tell if a section is not in the correct 
space.  AI can also find safety hazards. 

 Are there any other Software’s that your shops have seen any kind of shift towards? 
o AutoCAD and Pronest are both increasingly being used.

Student Performance:

 Have you identified any gaps in knowledge or training? If so, can you please expand 
on the identified gaps? (Safety/ Blueprint Reading/ Layout/ Fabrication)

o Extended practice on Blueprint Reading, especially on more 
cluttered/complicated prints. Critical Thinking skills needed to interpret.

o Work with Stainless Steel welding.
 Have you identified any gaps in non-technical training? If so, can you please expand 

on the identified gaps? (Communication / Math)
o Work with Metric and Standard measurements.

Workforce Needs:

 What are your anticipated workforce needs?  In 1 year, 3 years, 5 years?
o Some are looking at doubling their workforce within the next year.
o All are looking at increasing their workforce. 

Takeaways

 The advisory board agrees that reading and interpreting blue prints continues to be an 
important part of the welding curriculum. Any additional time that can be spent doing 
this as part of the program will only help students when they graduate.

 After hearing a lot of great feedback regarding purchasing a plasma table vs. a laser 
system, the welding faculty will evaluate and research in order to find the appropriate 
solution for the welding shop.
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