
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

With over 900,000 current openings in 
American manufacturing nationwide, and 
a workforce shortage projected to reach 

over two million 
in the next five 
years, American 
manufacturing 
faces a talent 
crisis. I’m sure 
this isn’t news 
to anyone and 
most know there 
are initiatives 
across our region, 
and the entire 

country, aimed at developing the talent 
pipeline and accelerating the process. In 
fact, as this November newsletter issue 
was going to print, I was returning from 
a ‘Stronger Together 
Manufacturing Mission” 
in Germany. Prior to the 
trip, I wrote this article 
(Part 1) to provide some 
background about the 
trip and will be excited 
to write Part 2 about 
my experience and 
lessons learned for the 
December issue upon my return.  

The basic goal of the trip is to facilitate 
deep conversations and share best 
practices in vocational training between 
Germany and the U.S. When I heard about 
the opportunity to apply, I did not hesitate 
a moment, and when I got word that I 
was selected to be in the first of three 
groups, I was thrilled. My traveling group 
includes 15 colleagues from across the 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership 
(MEP) National Network and from various 
workforce development mission-based 

organizations. The trip was coordinated 
by America Works (a MEP program), in 
partnership with the American Council on 
Germany (ACG). The trip is mostly paid for 
by the Transatlantic Program of the Federal 
Republic of Germany through funds of the 
European Recovery Program of the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 
Climate Action (BMWK).  

I was chosen to participate because 
of NWIRC’s commitment to assist 
manufacturers in northwest and 
northcentral PA with developing their 
talent pipeline, training employees, and 
helping to enhance their workplace 
culture. I was also chosen to share 
our direct experiences with special 
programs, such as student-run 
manufacturing enterprises and the 
Uniquely Abled Academy to reach and 

train next generation and underserved 
populations. 

Prior to our travel, we were provided 
information on Dual Vet, the vocational 
education and training apprenticeship 
system in Germany, various research 
reports, and other reading material 
to help prepare us. While in Germany, 
our group will visit vocational schools, 
large and small manufacturers, and 
workforce-focused non-profits to learn 
more about Germany’s cutting-edge 
techniques, programs, and tools for 
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vocational educational training – 
including apprenticeships, Industry 
4.0 training, and bootcamps that 
engage underserved populations – 
that can benefit U.S. manufacturers 
in the future. While the U.S. and 
many countries have apprenticeship 
systems, Germany’s model is known 
and highly respected internationally 
for its rigorous structure, strong 
collaboration, and mutual benefits for 
employers and apprentices. Through 
our scheduled visits in the three cities 
of Bonn, Koblenz, and Mainz, we’ll 
learn about the certifications offered, 
how Industry 4.0 is being taught, the 
details about their apprenticeship 
system, as well as talk to VET students 
to learn what attracted them to their 
programs. 

Developing the future talent pipeline 
in advanced manufacturing has 
been, and will continue to be, a 
strategic priority at NWIRC. I see this 
opportunity as a potential game 
changer. I expect to learn from the 
best, gain first-hand experience, and 
get fully entrenched to maximize 
my understanding and to stretch 
my thinking. I am looking forward 
to new perspectives and insights, 
contributing to the conversations,
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and exploring opportunities to innovate with my colleagues 
to address the talent crisis facing the manufacturing 
industry. When people with similar goals get together 
to rally on an issue and focus on solutions, great things 
happen. I look forward to sharing my experiences and 
potential outcomes from the trip. Stay tuned next month 
for details of the ‘mission’ and successes learned from our 
partners in Germany.  

 

Using Fundamental Tools  
to Drive Sales
True or false, the best time to increase resources towards 
growing sales is when sales are down and need a boost?  
The answer is a resounding FALSE. If you’re waiting until 
sales revenues are declining to initiate efforts to boost 
sales, it’s too late. If your sales plan is to wait by the phone 
for the next order, your plan is doomed for failure, and you 
will not achieve your sales growth goals. Conversely, like 
manufacturing operations, 
consistently improving 
(increasing sales) requires 
a dedicated process that 
includes fundamental tools 
to, not only drive your  
organization’s daily sales 
behavior, but inherently 
and continuously improve 
your sales process over 
time. 

When fundamental sales tools are properly implemented 
into a sales team’s effort, manufacturers will:

1.	 increase the number of opportunities in your pipeline;

2.	 improve the conversion rate from opportunity to  
customer;

3.	 increase the dollar value of your products and services 
sold; and

4.	 decrease your sales cycle

Join NWIRC for Spaghetti & Sales, at a great Italian  
restaurant near you, to learn more about the 4 Drivers to 
Increase Sales Revenues and the five fundamental tools  
essential to these drivers. Sessions are planned for  
Dubois (Nov 2), Erie (Nov 9) and Sharpsville (Nov 17)  
from 4-6pm. Find details at www.nwirc.org/events. 

 

Deploying a Lean Champion
by Craig Corsi, Lean/Continuous Improvement Specialist

Companies who have a thriving lean culture are often 
driven internally by a dedicated champion. Someone 
who exemplifies the drive, leadership, training, and 
commitment to lead a company to improve the 
organization’s operational performance as well as 
increase total customer satisfaction. Lean champions 
are often a critical part of a lean initiative, providing 
the knowledge, vision and dedicated focus required to 
maintain a continuous improvement environment. Lean 
champions typically have varied responsibilities and can 
come from different areas of the organization. Often 
times the individuals have a role within the company 
that represent the operational side of the business. 
It’s not uncommon to find a vice-president or general 
manager spearheading the organization’s lean efforts 
but often times champions come from the middle 
management to supervisory levels of the business. Some 
may contend that it may be harder to affect change from 
these positions but what I’ve found to be most crucial is 
the person’s ability to relate to those he or she is leading. 
Successful lean leaders are people who have gained the 
respect from both upper management and the front line 
workers. 

Champions are certainly more than process 
improvement leaders. They’re often effective project 
managers who understand the underlying business 
issues that lean needs to address. Additionally, they set 
and maintain the goals of the improvement projects, 
making sure that they are aligned with the overall 
business objectives. They act as teachers, educating the 
entire organization on the importance of lean. They are 
also facilitators, helping to address organizational issues 
and keep lean initiatives on schedule. 

An important element of being a lean champion is 
the ability to motivate others. Above all, successful 
lean champions seem to work well with all levels of 
employees and navigate through the organizational 
roadblocks. An effective lean champion is someone who 
has a clear vision, good communication skills, and a 
relentless drive to implement change that will improve 
everyday work life. Teaching the lean concepts and 
tools are simple, driving organizational change is nearly 
impossible without a lean champion. 

Companies who are in their infancy of their lean 
efforts have the most need for a champion to help 
them through the process. Seeking outside consultant 
assistance for training, coaching and guidance in the
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Continued from Page 2
development of the lean champion is often a preferred 
approach to get started. Engage with a lean expert to 
provide classroom knowledge-base, but more importantly 
learn how to successfully facilitate improvement projects. 
The most effective way to accomplish this is to host an 
organized event(s) under the guidance of a lean coach to 
allow the champion to gain practical lean experience within 
their own work environment. You can also join a working 
group where companies are learning and collaborating 
on lean concepts together. One very important point 
to consider is that the lean champion alone cannot be 
successful. Success is accomplished through strong 
organizational commitment, engaged workforce, and 
unwavering support.

Side Note: A Lean Basic Training class facilitated by Craig Corsi 
is scheduled for November 10 in Erie. See details at  
www.nwirc.org/events. 

 

WCCC Plans for Student-Run 
Manufacturing Enterprise
Manufacturing Month may be over, but the epitome of MFG 
Day is taking off and continuing in northern Pennsylvania 
– a collaborative community effort known as a student-
run manufacturing enterprise. Student-run enterprises are 
being launched throughout northwest and northcentral 
PA, with the help of NWIRC. The most recent student-run 
enterprise to receive funding  through a PA Manufacturing 
Training to Career grant is 
WCCC Manufacturing, the 
program being launch at the 
Warren County Career Center. 
The students are very excited 
to get the program going 
in January 2023 and are in 
the planning stages now. 
They have been doing some  
brainstorming on marketing 
ideas to attract more students 
to the program, including a a 
different business name- they 
are leaning towards Mountain 
Manufacturing. The structure 
for their program will be 
project-based with teams  
initially comprise of students 
enrolled in the Machining 
Technology program who  
have completed their required 
NIMS assessments and OSHA 

10-hour course. Being part of WCCC Manufacturing will 
provide them additional training in an 11-hour HAAS 
Certification course. One goal of the program is to create 
a sizzle and attract students who are not enrolling in the 
machining program, but still provide them exposure to 
machine technology and manufacturing, and potential 
manufacturing career options. Since the enterprise is 
run like a business, they will also engage their students 
from their multi-media marketing, pre-engineering, and 
business programs. This educational model is getting the 
attention of local elected officials in each of the areas where 
programs are being launched. Recently, on the eve of MFG 
Day (Oct 6, 2022), Senator Scott Hutchinson attended the 
announcement of the initiative in Warren. He said, “this is 
a win on so many levels. We, as a country, need to help our 
next generation to think more entrepreneurial. A program 
like this is a motivator to recruit students, but also the 
thought process learned will serve them no matter what 
they do.”

 

NWIRC Staff on the Move
Robin Keller joined NWIRC last month as 
Strategic Programs & Events Coordinator. 
She handles all planning logistics for 
NWIRC’s training programs and other 
special events geared for manufacturers 
in thirteen counties of northwest and 
northcentral Pennsylvania. In addition, 
Robin serves as convener for GR8T 
Manufacturing, the next gen industry-
led partnership for the eight counties 
of northwest PA. She comes to NWIRC after 19 years with 
Perseus House, Inc in Erie PA working in a variety of roles, 
including talent acquisition, marketing, and coordinating 
events. The majority of her career has been serving the 
non-profit sector. She has an Associate Degree from the 
Art Institute of Pittsburgh with a concentration in Graphic 
Design and Visual Communications.

Robin replaces Molly Reichard who is 
transitioning to a Culture Development 
and Training Specialist. Molly has been 
with NWIRC for over 6 years and will 
now be working even more closely with 
manufacturing companies for improving 
their culture and developing their 
workforce so they have a place where 
people want to come to work – and stay. 
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PA Senator Scott Hutchinson, 
Representative Kathy Rapp, 
NWIRC’s Bob Zaruta, and 
manufacturers, joined  WCCC 
administrators, faculty, and 
students for announcement of 
their student-run enterprise.
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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
Lean Basic Training
Nov 10: Erie 
The class combines lecture
and simulation to provide
a foundation of lean
manufacturing. Learn
about standardized work,
workplace organization,
visual and plant layout,
one-piece flow, TPM, cellular
production, TAKT time, kanbans,
quick changeover, and more.
All to improve your ability to
eliminate waste.

GD&T/Advanced  
Blueprint Reading
Nov 15: Erie
Strengthen the blueprint and 
schematic reading skills of shop 
personnel, operators, engineers, 
and managers. Designed to  
introduce the five tolerance  
formats of GD&T (Geometric  
Dimensioning and Tolerancing), 
discuss Measurement  
Systems Analysis, and the review 
and application of datum  
symbols and terminology.

PDCA Problem Solving
Dec 8: Erie
Basic concepts of problem  
solving and root cause analysis 
using PDCA (plan, do, check, 
act) to define, analyze, and fix a 
problem. The course will focus on 
the 5W2H process for  
problem investigation, use of 
cause-and-effect diagrams, 
5-Why techniques and how to 
determine root cause and  
develop permanent  
countermeasures that address 
the root cause.

Inventory Management & 
Supply Chain 101 Series 
Dec 6, 8, 13, 15: Virtual
NWIRC is pleased to partner
with DVIRC for this course to
help manufacturing 
leaders understand and 
become proficient in 
inventory & supply
chain management. The series 
will be beneficial for those  
responsible for planning,
purchasing, inventory control,  
or operations.  
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