
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

April is National Autism Month. A year 
ago, I wrote in my column about an 
exciting new program, the Uniquely Abled 
Academy (UAA). The program creates 
career opportunities with family-sustaining 

wages for young 
adults with 
high-functioning 
autism by 
matching their 
unique abilities 
with high-
demand jobs. 
More specifically, 
UAA is geared 
for math- and 
computer-

savvy young adults with autism, provides 
technical training as Computer Numerical 
Control (CNC) operators and job 
readiness training, then identifies career 
opportunities with local manufacturing 
companies. Last year, I shared NWIRC’s 
excitement about taking the lead with a 
group of community partners to bring this 
meaningful initiative to our region and, in 
fact, the first of its kind in Pennsylvania. 
Now, I’m thrilled to share exciting news 
about the impressive outcomes of the first 
cohort of participants and what’s on the 
horizon for more UAA cohorts in the future.

For some background, the first UAA cohort 
in our region began in September 2022 at 
Crawford Tech in Meadville. The  
16-week program included technical 
training on CNC machine setup and 
operations, job readiness training, job 
shadowing opportunities, and tours at 
local manufacturing companies. Since this 
was the inaugural cohort, the plan from 
the start was to keep the class size small. 
Crawford Tech had their first program 
completion ceremony on February 1 with 
four participants. Several manufacturing 

companies began their recruitment 
process soon after with formal interviews 
and job offers.  

I believe I can speak for all the community 
partners involved with this initiative that 
it is with heartfelt pride and gratification 
that all four UAA participants have 
full-time employment opportunities. 
Congratulations Jonathan, Aaron, Shannon, 
and Drew on a job well done at the 
Crawford Tech UAA and a job to be very 
well done at your new employer!       

Jonathan accepted a position at 
Highpoint Tool and Machine. He 
was excited to apply and be hired at 
Highpoint as he expects “to learn and 
grow there quite well”. Jonathan shared 
he particularly liked the family-run 
business culture at Highpoint Tool and 
he said,  “they care for their employees, 
they work really hard and work well 
together”. Mark Sippy, President at 

Highpoint Tool and Machine, met 
Jonathan first at Highpoint and the Sippy 
Historic Machine Shop tours, and again 
at the UAA open house. “I was excited 
when he reached out and was interested 
in coming to Highpoint!  I heard about 
this initiative through NTMA when UAA 
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was getting started out west a few 
years ago, and I am excited to see it 
coming to fruition in our area.  It gives 
the students an option to pursue a 
fulfilling career in an industry that is in 
need of skilled workers”.

Aaron went through his interview 
process and was on the job working 
at Mecal by Starn in early February. 
He said, “I was recruited after a 
job shadow - Zach who showed 
me around the facility, is now my 
supervisor. I like when I get into the 
‘zone’ where you go through parts at a 
decent pace. My role at Mecal is IPI (in 
process inspection) and I just started 
learning to check final inspection.” 
Aaron’s Supervisor Zach said, “The 
UAA has brought one of the hardest 
working and most detail-oriented 
employees that we have. He continues 
to grow every day, and is willing to 
learn and perform any task that is 
asked. Mecal by Starn is proud to have 
this young gentleman on our team 
and is excited to see what his future 
holds.”

Shannon accepted an employment 
offer at The Arc of Crawford County 
and is excited about her new job as
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Direct Support Professional and Employment Specialist. 
Despite doing well in the UAA training, I‘m not surprised 
where Shannon landed based on my previous conversation 
with her just prior to completing the program. “I’m very 
passionate about helping people who need it, so seemed 
like the perfect opportunity,” Shannon said about her new 
position. “I already feel like I’ve been able to help a few 
people, so that’s been rewarding.”  She’d like to someday be 
a job coach to support students in UAA. Emily Carpenter, 
Employment Specialist at Arc said, “Shannon is a wonderful 
employee, she made connections with our staff the second 
she met them at the UAA training. I believe it was a great 
benefit that Shannon went through UAA where she learned 
how to be disciplined, work with others, and problem solve.”

Drew has employment opportunities as well that are still 
to be decided, including a recent employment offer and 
another company interview. 

Congratulations also to all involved who contributed 
to the program success including the instructors and 
team at Crawford Tech; NWIRC and Dawn Bailey (UAA 
Program Coordinator); Arc of Crawford County; PA Office of 
Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR); Northwest PA JobConnect; 
CareerLink; Crawford County K-12 Career Education Alliance; 
Starn Marketing; and Northwestern PA Chapter of NTMA. 
Also to the numerous manufacturers that supported the 
program with planning and by providing job shadowing 
and facility tours throughout the program, including Starn 
Tool & Manufacturing, Greenleaf Corporation, Highpoint 
Tool, Acutec Precision Aerospace, Channellock, and Pinnacle 
Mold. This is truly a community initiative with new roads 
and new horizons we can all feel good about and we‘ve only 
just begun!

The next cohort at Crawford Tech is scheduled to begin 
in September 2023 and applications are now being 
accepted. Contact Program Coordinator, Dawn Bailey, for 
more information at dbailey@nwirc.org. In addition, plans 
are currently in the works for a UAA at EC3 (Erie County 
Community College) in Erie County with the first cohort 
coming this Fall. 

The UAA at Crawford Tech is 100% supported by the 
Employment and Training Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Labor as part of an award totaling $60,320 
and an AmericaWorks mini-grant with 0% and $0 funded from 
non-governmental sources. The UAA at EC3 also has support 
in-part from this funding, as well as majority support from an 
Erie Community Foundation grant. 

 

Rebooting Lean Together – 
Company Reflections
by Molly Reichard, NWIRC 
Culture Development & Training Specialist

Culture, accountability, engagement – these three words 
were used frequently throughout presentations for NWIRC’s 
Lean Together™ Reboot graduation last month. Twenty-two 
(22) employees from seven (7) manufacturing companies 
gathered to celebrate successes, share challenges, and 
discuss their ideas for moving forward after participating 
in facilitated discussions and plant tours over the past 9 
months. These companies took part in one of the Lean 
Together cohorts years before, but their focus shifted over 
the last couple years because of the pandemic. They all 
wanted to get back on track, so the Lean Together™  
‘reboot’ was born.

These companies know that Lean Together, focusing on 
concepts from the book 2 Second Lean, is more about 
creating a culture of engaged employees than it is about 
lean manufacturing methodologies. In fact, during 
NWIRC’s Lean Together™ programs the companies are 
asked to complete a self-assessment regarding specific 
characteristics of their company’s culture - as to where 
they have been and where they want to go. The exercise 
gets participants talking with the teams at their company 
regarding five important characteristics that enable culture 
change: 1) transparency, 2) tearing down barriers, 3) trust, 
4) teaching, and 5) tracking. When companies have honest 
discussions about where they rate among these areas  
(on a scale from 1-5), it helps them chart a course for the 
future. During the recent ‘graduation’ session, each company 
presented company progress to their peers, noting the 
rating at the start, current state, and where they are 
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targeting to be with their ‘5Ts’ by the end of this year. The 
average self-rating across each of the Ts when these companies 
started last May was 2.44 and the average rating cited now at 
their current state is 3.44, but there is more work to be done. 
Each of the companies are projecting to be well above a 4 or 
close to 5 by the end of the year. They were accustomed to this 
company self-assessment process because of previous Lean 
Together 1.0 experience and acknowledge participation in a 
cohort as an opportunity to learn from each other, and hold 
each other accountable. 

Industrial Sales & Manufacturing (ISM) was one of the first 
companies to participate in a Lean Together cohort back in 
2018. “It’s been an evolution for us, but COVID totally paralyzed 
efforts to keep our team engaged with 2 second lean. The 
Lean Together™ Reboot got us back on track, reigniting our 
daily meetings and in the past 12 months we’ve had over 
650 improvements,” said Lori Colvin, Director of Quality and 
Regulatory at ISM. The Lean Together companies, including 
ISM, document most of their improvements by taking before 
and after photos. 

Josh from SEPCO said, “It’s important to always track two 
second improvements – we now have six years’ worth.”  
The team at Peters’ Heat Treating noted they didn’t realize 
how many improvements they actually did until they were 
preparing for the group to tour, “The before and after photos 
create excitement for employees, and at the end of the year, 
seeing the list is eye opening of everything you did.”  They plan 
to continue documenting improvements, because doing so 
“provides motivation and satisfaction for everyone working at 
the organization”.

One of the biggest ongoing challenges for most of the 
companies is “cementing the 8 wastes” and having 2 second 
lean become another part of everyone’s job. There was no 
shortage of ideas from the cohort participants of things they 
are doing, or plan to do, to keep 8 wastes in the forefront, 
such as:  discuss with new employees during onboarding 
that making process improvements is part of everyone’s job 
and start the basic education of 8 wastes, teach 8 wastes at 
each daily or weekly meeting, discuss 8 wastes repeatedly so 
eventually become habit, do random employee spotlights to 
ensure understanding of 8 wastes, take before/after photos to 
visualize 8 waste examples, establish employee contests that 
focus on 8 wastes, and rotate different employees through a 
Lean Together™ cohort  – to name just a few. 

These seasoned Lean Together™ (and 2 second lean) companies 
value the camaraderie and collaboration that the program 
provides. Lean Together 1.0 is a catalyst for foundational 
learning of 2 second lean – including how to develop and 
execute team improvement meetings tailored to create a 
culture of continuous improvement. To wrap up graduation,

each company shared what they learned, what they will take 
action on, and what they will share with others. One of the 
participants simply stated, “Don’t stop just because something 
has improved.”

Side Note: NWIRC is currently forming a Lean Together 1.0 Cohort 
to begin in May. Contact Molly Reichard for more information at 
mreichard@nwirc.org.  

Support for New Employee 
Onboarding (and existing  
employees too) 
Having a strategy for welcoming new hires into your culture 
and planning for future development can reduce costly  
employee turnover. Another cohort of the Manufacturing  
Career Readiness training is coming this Spring. It’s scheduled 
for (4) weekly 90-minute sessions (May 3, 10, 17, 24 from  
8am-9:30am), as a  virtual training for added convenience. The 
program is positioned to be an extension of your company’s 
onboarding process geared for employees who are  
relatively new to your  
organization, however, we 
have found numerous  
tenured employees benefit 
by attending to enhance 
their soft skills and basic  
backgound of the industry. 
The sessions include:  
1) Manufacturing 101; 2) Communication & Confllict;
3) Critical Thinking; and 4) Goal Setting. The instructor is
NWIRC’s Culture Development & Training Specialist,
Molly Reichard. More details at www.nwirc.org/events.

8 GR8T Tours Continue
An opportunity to connect with your  
manufacturing peers from across the  
region! The next tours are scheduled at:

Berner Air Curtains (New Castle) - April 12 
Kronospan (Shippenville) - April 27 Finish 
Thompson (Erie) - May 11

See all the details and register at: 
www.nwirc.org/GR8Ttours
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 UPCOMING EVENTS
Leadership Skills Series
April 20, 27, May 4, 11, 18, 25:   
Zoom
Interactive sessions including
group discussions, role
playing, self-assessments,
homework, and practical
applications. Equip your
supervisors, managers, and team
leaders with essential skills that
lead to reduce turnover, improve
productivity, make better
decisions, and develop future
leaders.

IATF 16949 Internal Auditor
April 25-27:  St Marys
Training of the IATF 16949
automotive standard will
provide understanding of
quality management
principles in context with
ISO 9001:2015, along
with techniques of
process-based audting  
with hands-on activities.

Effective Coaching Skills
April 26:  Hermitage
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 transfer that sticks, and
activities to practice what you
learn.

Blueprint Reading  
and GD&T
May 2:  St Marys
May 9:  Erie
Strengthen blueprint and  
schematic reading skills of 
shop personnel, operators, 
engineers, and managers. 
The course is designed to help 
those using blueprints and/or 
schematics to make decisions 
and help solve problems as well 
as prepare participants to be able 
to effectively read and interpret 
technical drawings.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728
HERMITAGE, PA 
ldach@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068
8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org


