
Small Town,  
Old School,  
New Technology,  
and Resiliency 
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Nestled in Big 
Run PA (next to 
Punxsutawney 
in the heart of 
north central 
PA with a 
population 
under 500) is 
another example 
of a resilient 
Pennsylvania 

manufacturer – and this one is over 100 
years strong. 

I recently toured the Standard Pennant 
Company (SPC) and learned of their unique 
history serving regional and international 
customers. They operate in a 15,000 square 
foot facility with 23 
employees to design 
and manufacture items 
for corporate, college, 
high school and retail 
markets. Products, 
such as banners, felt 
pennants, branded 
garments, and chenille 
varsity letters are 
manufactured using 
a variety of methods 
such as automated 
embroidering, screen 
printing, manual sewing, and laser 
engraving. 

Current Owner and President, James 
Casaday, purchased the company with 
a partner in 1995 and became the sole 
owner in 2002. He actually worked at SPC 
as a graphic designer for a total of 15 years 
over two stretches starting in 1976 after 
graduating from Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania (IUP).  In 2019, the company 

celebrated 100 years in business – just 
before the pandemic hit. During the 
shut-down, they were deemed an 
essential business because they shifted to 
customizing gowns and masks for regional 
healthcare facilities. Jim says, “We’re still 
recovering, but we made it.”

The five departments at the company, 
including Sewing Manufacturing Dept, 
Embroidery, Screen Printing, Graphics/
Laser, and Chenile, enables their 
diversification - so if one area is slow other 
areas are often busy. In addition, they are 
a distributor for numerous promotional 
products that often go hand-in-hand 
with the other branding products 
they produce in-house. They mix old 
technology with the new… from their 
standard sewing machines to automated 
embroidery equipment and their newest 
investment of a laser engraver for which 
they found multiple uses to improve 
production.

The team at Standard Pennant considers 
customer loyalty part of their success 
because their recurring business has 
helped them survive. They currently 
have a strong customer-base built on 
contact relationships, but if someone 
leaves at one of their client companies, 
it’s sometimes like starting from 
scratch to win their business. Customer 
retention and attaining new customers 
is often a challenge because of the 
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competitive nature of their line of 
products. Thanks to their online web 
presence they continue to pick up 
new business, customers including 
a movie production company in 
Pittsburgh where they manufactured 
pennants for the old-school look 
of a gymnasium for a movie set. 
Jim mentioned several occasions 
for helping with this type of work, 
including a recent Cinemax movie 
with Jeff Daniels that required making 
banners for a bowling alley and bar 
located in the rustbelt.

According to Jim, what first comes to 
mind when asked how the company 
differentiates from the competition 
is their team’s talent and skill of 
providing customization with an 
in-house art department. Like many 
manufacturers, his concern for the 
future is related to workforce. The 
company has low turnover, but there 
will inevitably be retirements on the 
horizon. One of their strongest niches 
is making handmade felt banners 
and pennants relying on sewing and 
skilled seamstresses – “somewhat of 
a dying art” so employees are more 
difficult to find.   
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(Left) Bob Zaruta, NWIRC President (L) and Jim Casaday, Standard   
Pennant President (R), examine a pennant in the Sewing Manufacturing 
Dept. and (Right) shown in the Embroidery Dept.
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Over the years, NWIRC has worked with Standard Pennant 
on various projects, from value stream mapping for 
improving their production process to enhancing their 
website and sales initiatives. Jim noted that the previous 
work with NWIRC has helped his company move away from 
the “mindset mode of doing things the same way we’ve 
always done them.” They now run a lean operation. Most 
recently the company participated in NWIRC’s COVID-19 
Recovery Program that provided them with a tactical action 
plan identifying areas to focus on in the future. More ideas 
to keep them going for another 100 years. 

 

What Does ‘Back to School’ 
Mean to Me?
by Jennifer Pontzer, Director, Career Street

We are all familiar with the notion that once we turn 
the calendar over to August, “back to school” becomes 
the mindset of many, but what does it mean to 
manufacturers?

We have emerged from unprecedented challenges 
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, but there 
was an unresolved challenge before the pandemic: a 
shrinking workforce. And on this side of the pandemic, 
employers’ workforce needs are even greater. 

Janet Anderson, Executive Director of Northwest PA 
Job Connect echoes the concern of a dwindling labor 
pool as referenced in “The Demographic Drought,” a 
report released this past May by EMSI, a labor market 
research firm based in Idaho. The report indicates that 
“Labor Force Participation Rate (LFPR), which measures 
people working or actively seeking work, has dropped to 
lows not seen since the mid-70s recession.” Recovering 
business, fulfilling customer obligations and contracts in 
a post-pandemic economy have been challenging, but 
they are compounded by a shrinking workforce.

It seems apparent the workforce is not growing to meet 
demand, so what is the solution? Where is the next 
generation of employees? They are going back to school. 
And I encourage you to follow them. 

Connect with the schools in your area – all of them 
– at all grade levels. The Pennsylvania Department 
of Education requires career exploration in school. 
Educators are looking for opportunities to present 
careers to their students. You may not look at 
kindergartners and think about the support they will 
offer your business in the future but having a presence 
in the elementary schools provides these young people 

with an impression of your business. In grades K-3, 
students are mastering “career awareness.” They are 
learning what a job and a career is, and you can be an 
example of that. From fourth grade onward, students 
are studying careers. They relate what they learn to 
their own skills and interests. They make decisions to 
participate in clubs and other extra-curricular activities 
that shape their experience base as they develop. 
Again, being connected to the schools provides you an 
opportunity to be a part of career education and connect 
with the future workforce – exactly what your industry 
needs. 

High school is an easy entry. High schools hold job 
fairs and look for ways their students can engage with 
employers. It may seem that connecting with high 
school students is 
the quickest way to 
the next workforce, 
but if high school 
students have not 
already made a 
connection to your 
industry, it is likely 
they will not. 

A key K-12 
demographic is 
middle school. If 
you have a ‘Five 
Year Plan’ for your 
business, today’s 
eighth graders 
should be a part of 
that plan. Middle 
school students 
are curious, 
impressionable, 
and engaging. This 
age group should 
not be overlooked.

So –get involved 
in “back to school.” 
Career exploration 
experiences such as speakers in the classroom, worksite 
tours, or virtual discussions require minimum time 
investment, and are effective ways to help students 
understand your industry and careers within it. Career 
Street, a program serving Erie County and, thanks to a 
recent grant from the Northwest PA Job Connect, also 
serves surrounding counties  – is an easy way to connect 
with educators and help students explore careers. 
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Venango Technology Center students at Time 
Machine in Franklin PA during a 2019 MFG 
Day tour. Cheryl Ferry, Operations Director, 
empahsized the importance of having 
students tour and job shadow at their facility 
throughout the year.

Students from Meadville Area Middle School  
interviewing Bill Starn, CEO at Mecal by 
Starn, during a filming for the 2019/2020 
‘Whats So Cool About Manufacturing’  
student video competition. 
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You may also reach out to your school district directly to 
ask what programming you can engage in to make these 
connections. It’s a win-win – win!  You are provided with 
opportunities to cultivate your future workforce, educators 
are meeting state requirements, and students are learning 
about careers in their community.

 

ARC Grant Awarded:
Economic Recovery, 
Readiness & Resurgence 
The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) recently 
awarded Northwest Industrial Resource Center (NWIRC) a 
grant for $122,500 for their proposed “Economic Recovery, 
Readiness & Resurgence Program (ERRRP) to serve 
manufacturers located in Northwest Pennsylvania.  The ERRRP 
will help companies off-set the costs to implement business 
improvement and growth projects identified through 
NWIRC’s COVID-19 Recovery Program. The grant will also help 
to elevate awareness and usage of the new manufacturing 
business to business (B2B) website launched by GR8T 
Manufacturing (a next generation sector partnership) to 
facilitate the connection of manufacturers for sourcing parts 
and services, solving common problems, exploring new 
business opportunities, and exchanging promising practices. 

Northwest Commission and North Central PA Regional 
Planning and Development Commission provided technical 
assistance for the completion and Pennsylvania submission 
of the ARC Area Development grant supporting this initiative 
serving 13 counties of PA. For more information about how 
the program can help your company, contact Bob Zaruta at 
rzaruta@nwirc.org.

 

Calling All Automotive 
Manufacturers

If you’re a manufacturer in northwestern 
Pennsylvania who is either maintaining  
or striving for the automotive quality 
certification IATF 16949:2016, it may be 
time to train or provide a refresher for 
your internal auditors. A 3-day class is 
scheduled in Erie on August 24-26. See 
more details about the class and take 
advantage of the early bird discount  
at www.nwirc.org/events.

 

Does Your Manufacturing 
Firm Have a Big Idea?
Ben Franklin Technology Partners is offering emerging 
entrepreneurs and small manufacturers the opportunity to 
participate in a fun and risk-free BIG IDEA Contest.  For this 
$50,000 BIG IDEA Contest, they are looking for innovators 
located in a 32-county footprint of Pennsylvania (Northwest, 
Central, Southern Alleghenies, and South Central) who 
are developing new products, processes, or software 
applications. Visit: BigIdea.BenFranklin.org for rules and entry 
form. The deadline is August 23, 2021 at 5:00 PM.

 

Micro Gainz:  
Walmart Open Call Success
Congratulations to Micro Gainz, a small manufacturer in 
Clearfield, PA, who recently announced their success with  
the Walmart Open Call event they participated in at the end 
of June. Owner/CEO, Michael Reed, first appeared via video  
on LinkedIn to let the community know that the Micro 
Gainz fractional plates for weightlifting were selected 
for placement in a few hundred Walmart stores to go on 
shelves in the sporting goods section. According to Reed, 
upcoming follow-up meetings are planned with Walmart  
and he anticipates being in stores sometime next year. 
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Follow the  
NWIRC LinkedIn page 

for real-time updates on 
programs and services.
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 YOUR STRATEGIC BUSINESS ADVISORS

If you have questions, or would like to speak with the team at NWIRC about services, please contact 
one of our Strategic Business Advisors (SBA) covering 13 counties of northwest and north central PA:

Scan for more details

UPCOMING EVENTS
Engaging and  
Retaining Talent
August 11:  Erie
This DDI* course provides leaders 
with a model to determine 
what drives each individual’s 
engagement, as well as methods 
for proactive engagement and 
talent retention. Explore ways to 
offer recognition and create an 
engaging environment using  
no-cost ‘everyday engagers’.

*Development Dimensions International

Changeover Reduction
August 11:  DuBois
Review basic concepts of how to 
significantly reduce changeover 
time utilizing the Single Minute 
Exchange of Dies (SMED) 
technique. Understand how it is 
used to document the current 
changeover process, analyze 
the changeover by identifying 
wastes, and internal/external 
tasks of the changeover process. 

Culture is Your Competitive 
Advantage
Aug 17:  DuBois
Company culture is based
on the beliefs and behaviors
that determine how
employees interact with
management, coworkers,
and customers. Company
culture can be your competitive
advantage when attracting and
retaining employees. Learn five
best practices to improve culture
and become an employer of
choice.

Doing Business with DLA
Aug 18 & 25:  Webinar
As the nation’s combat logistics 
support agency, the Defense 
Logistics Agency (DLA) 
manages the global 
supply chain – from 
raw materials to end user to 
disposition for various branches 
of service. Learn what and 
how they buy. Presented by 
Northwest Commission PTAC.
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tweible@nwirc.org

William Rupert
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FRANKLIN, PA
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Lisa Dach
724.931.0728
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