
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

April is National Autism Awareness Month, 
so it’s a perfect time to write about a new 

program coming 
to our region. 
A program 
that NWIRC is 
very excited 
to lead and 
join numerous 
community 
partners in this 
meaningful 
initiative. And, 
it’s another 

opportunity for creating a career pathway 
to manufacturing – training via the 
Uniquely Abled Academy (UAA). 

UAA is a training program to create 
career opportunities, with family 
sustaining wages, for 
young adults with high-
functioning autism by 
matching unique abilities 
with high-demand jobs. 
Through community 
partnerships with 
educators, agencies, and 
manufacturers, the end 
goals are to provide skills 
and career readiness to 
an unrealized population 
of capable individuals and to address 
workforce needs of manufacturers. 
Upon completion of training, the 
program seeks to match math- and 
computer-savvy young adults with 
autism to careers as Computer 
Numerical Control (CNC) operators at 
local manufacturing companies. 

The program was founded by Ivan 
Rosenberg, a managing partner with 
InVista Associates helping companies 

with organizational performance. As 
he was hearing more and more about 
the dire need for CNC Operators in 
manufacturing, he realized that his 
own two children (young adults with 
high-functioning autism) had many 
of the characteristics and abilities 
required to become a CNC Operator. 
Thus, the Uniquely Abled Project was 
born. To quote one of the UAA program 
flyers, it’s “A new program for a new 
way of thinking. Because the words 
we use shape the way we think, when 
looking through the lens of the word 
“disabled,” we tend to think about 
what’s missing in a person. As a result, 
we often miss seeing the unique 
capabilities these people have. The 
mission of The Uniquely Abled Project 
is to shift the paradigm of thinking from 
“disabled” to “uniquely abled”. It starts 

with an innovative job-training 
program for people with high 
functioning autism – The 
Uniquely Abled Academy.”

NWIRC is now working to 
help convene project teams 
for launching two Uniquely 
Abled Academies, one in 
Crawford County and one in 
Erie County. The concept was 
first introduced to me by a 

manufacturer, Greg Wasko, Executive 
Vice President of Starn Tool and 
Manufacturing in Meadville. He had 
met Ivan, learned his story, and quickly 
moved to explore bringing this program 
to our region. It didn’t take long for 
all of the key community partners to 
come together to start planning the 
program in Crawford County– including 
Crawford County Career and Technical 
Center as the host-school. Soon after, 
NWIRC started discussions and the 
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process of forming project teams 
for launching a UAA in Erie County 
– with host-school, Northern PA 
Regional College (NPRC). There are 
still planning steps and logistics to 
be finalized for both programs, but 
we are in hopes that classes will 
start this Fall. 

The typical age range for UAA 
students is between 18 and 30 
years. There is no cost to the 
individual due to numerous 
programs and resources available 
to cover the cost of the training 
tuition and other program features. 
Not only does the program 
include the CNC technical training, 
but students will benefit from 
learning and practicing soft skills 
to enhance communication with 
supervisors and co-workers. 
Each student is paired with a job 
coach during their training and 
transitions with them as they start 
a new job, and for a short time 
thereafter as they get acclimated 
to their new career. Organizations 
involved with the various 
project teams, which include 
manufacturing companies, 
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will also assist with student job placement. The goal is 
100% placement, and most of the existing UAAs are at or 
very close to that mark.

Both the Crawford and Erie UAA programs received 
funding to assist with various aspects of planning and 
getting the first classes off the ground. These grant 
awards are from the Erie Community Foundation’s 
Helping Today Grant, the PA Department of Labor & 
Industry’s Business-Education Partnership Grant via 
NWPA JobConnect, and an America Works Grant via 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP). 

Stay tuned for more information about the launching 
of the UAA programs and the organizations who are 
dedicated to bringing this program to life. Reach out to 
me if you would like to learn more and get involved, or 
to explore a UAA in your local area. (Send a note to me at 
rzaruta@nwirc.org) 

 

Now Hiring? Leverage 
Technology to Address 
Workforce Challenges 
by Ben Mintz, Technical Specialist, NEFF Automation. 
If you are like most manufacturers, you find yourself 
questioning if the positions you created are actually posted 
and available publicly due to the lack of applications. In 
one case, a posting for an engineering position went 6 
weeks before the first application was received. With many 
industries facing record demand 
for products and a shortage of 
employees, it can create a desperate 
situation. You don’t have to look 
far on LinkedIn to read about 
hiring mistakes that can disrupt 
the company culture, further 
compounding the problems. 

Robotics and automation is a clear 
answer. But with needs to produce product and ship now, 
how can you begin adopting such technology and deploy it 
with such limited resources? How can you successfully move 
forward automation projects that require an even higher 
level of experience employee when you can’t even find ones 
from a larger talent pool? 

It’s no secret that the generation now entering the 
workforce has been raised with and can quickly embrace 
new technology. What is also clear is the same generation 
has not been made aware of manufacturing as a career 
choice. Studies show that this next generation workforce 

are more focused about job satisfaction and making a 
difference than seeking out a position with no fulfillment 
but higher pay. 

Take a moment to think about the opportunity that 
presents.  

If your current posting for machine operator is not getting 
any response, what if you advertised your position as a 
robot programmer, no experience necessary? One local 
manufacturing company has embraced this approach, “we 
have used these automation projects to recruit and retain 
our technical professionals, especially our college interns.  
When interviewing students, buzz words like 3D printing, 
collaborative robots, and industrial vision systems are great 
sales/recruiting tools.“ 

Neff is a leading provider for Universal Robots, the leading 
technology in the collaborative robot space. With many 
years of experience deploying these solutions, what we see 
as the true benefit of robots has much less to do with the 
collaborative capabilities and far more to do with the ease 
and speed of implementation. The best analogy for modern 
robots is perhaps the smart phone. When you pull out your 
phone and can instantly tell people exactly what time you 
will arrive because of traffic, it has nothing to do with your 
knowledge of the local roads. It was only a matter of using 
the right application from the app store. What if the robot 
was simply a tool and there were apps you can download to 
tackle your specific application? 

The UR+ ecosystem, which serves as their version of the 
app store, contains over 340 certified kits. These proven 
solutions allow manufactures to quickly tackle a range of 
applications such as screw driving, palletizing, dispensing, 

welding and more. Imagine being able 
to deploy your robot in 1-2 days with 
no experience, that is what’s possible 
and this is a key reason for the 
exponential growth in deployments 
these robots are seeing.

While many people simply see 
robotics as a threat to the job force, 
one local company put it all together 
and the Manufacturing Engineering 

Manager may have said it best, “Investing in technology 
has been an investment in our people.  We are deploying 
robotic solutions and vision systems into low-level manual 
operations. That affords us the opportunity to train our 
lowest skilled employees for higher skilled activities 
elsewhere in the company. Since our highest turnover of 
people occurs within our entry level (lowest skill/lowest 
paid) positions, minimizing the 
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number of these positions we have on each shift is helping to 
stabilize the vacancies.” 

The Engineering Manager at another company in the greater 
Erie area added this, “we automate to improve job satisfaction, 
reduce safety risks, and the ever-increasing cost of labor, 
enabling us to provide a less expensive and better-quality 
products to our customers.  Investing in technology gives 
us the ability to develop and educate our employees into 
more technical higher paying roles that help to increase their 
socioeconomic status and standard of living.” 

As a supplier for automation solutions, Neff takes pride in 
becoming part of a customer’s success story with automation.  
While it’s our role to provide solutions that help drive more 
profit to the company, we get deep satisfaction from watching 
not only the companies become empowered with this 
technology, but the operators as well. For example, last year a 
company in the greater Pittsburgh area told us that one of their 
machine operators, who was made responsible for deploying 
the robot to complete an operation, enrolled in evening classes 
in automation. Deploying the robot gave them the confidence 
to pursue further education that is a win for the individual and 
the company.

If you change your mindset to where it is not operator 
against automation but rather an operator empowered with 
automation, you not only will empower your workforce to seek 
out solutions to improve your operations, but you will give 
them the sense of pride in being able to share with their kids, 
“today I deployed a robot”.

Side Note:  NEFF, NWPA-NTMA, and NWIRC are presenting 
the Manufacturing Advanced Expos on May 3 (Kersey PA) and 
May 5 (Erie PA). The events 
will feature demos of the 
latest technology with over 30 
exhibits, education sessions, 
free lunch, and a poker run. 
Registration is required. You 
can download the event 
flyer with education session 
schedule and descriptions, and see info about the featured 
exhibitor sponsors and the link for registration at:   
www.nwirc.org/events. 

 

Manufacturing PA  
Innovation Program
The Pennsylvania Department of Community & Economic 
Development (DCED) invites you to the 4th annual 
Manufacturing PA Innovation Program on Friday,  
April 8, 10:00 AM. Faculty and students across Pennsylvania’s 

colleges and universities are partnering with PA 
manufacturers to develop new processes, products, and 
technologies. All attendees must register to access this 
virtual expo. After registering, you’ll receive a confirmation 
email that contains your personalized Zoom link.  
Register at: https://tinyurl.com/5dxtwdfr.

 

PA Manufacturing Leaders - 
Share Your Opinion and Experience
The Pennsylvania Manufacturing Advisory Council was 
formed last year as a public-private consortium. Its goal 
is to provide the Commonwealth’s leaders with policy, 
program, and legislative priority recommendations that 
will enhance the competitiveness of Pennsylvania’s nearly 
15,000 manufacturing firms and their 585,000 employees. 
Currently, the Council is developing 
a Playbook for Pennsylvania’s 
Manufacturing Competitiveness for 
presentation to legislative leaders 
and Pennsylvania gubernatorial 
candidates. Over the last few months, 
more than 120 PA-based manufacturers shared their 
perspectives through roundtables, town halls and other 
venues for inclusion in the Playbook. Now, the reach is 
expanding to obtain input from all manufacturing leaders 
across the Commonwealth through completion of short 
online survey. We hope you will take a few minutes to share  
your opinions and experience in the areas of workforce, 
supply chain, technology, and the Commonwealth’s overall 
business climate to advance the manufacturing sector.

Manufacturers can find the survey link at: 
nwirc.org/mfg-survey. Please submit responses by April 8.
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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
Engage and  
Retain Talent
Apr 6:  Meadville
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. You will learn 
how to uncover and address 
what individuals need to be 
more satisfied and engaged at 
work, and how to inspire others.

Keys to Changing  
Workplace Culture
Apr 26: Zoom
This class will help you 
understand how to accelerate 
the process of making change 
happen; minimize the potential 
negative effects ‘change’ can 
have on productivity, morale, and 
collaboration; and turn resistance 
into commitment. Everyday 
engagement to help your team 
achieve teamwork.

Coaching
Apr 27:  Ridgway
Effective coaching helps people 
think for themselves, suggest 
solutions versus complain about 
problems, and take responsibility 
for their actions. This interactive 
session will provide a structure 
to get you started on a path of 
effective coaching, a model to 
do skill transfers that stick, and 
activities to practice what you 
learn.

ISO 9001:2015  
Internal Auditor
May 10:  St Marys
This in-person 3-day course
provides a detailed review of the
ISO 9001:2015 quality 
standard. Participants will 
learn how to conduct an 
audit, write the audit report, take 
corrective actions and more.
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