
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

My recent road trip to feature a regional 
manufacturer took me to Meadville - AKA 
Tool City, USA. In the 1980’s, a major 
decline in heavy industrial manufacturing 
unfolded in the Great Lakes region. 
Fortunately, the economic decline that 

resulted was 
offset by a surge 
in light industry, 
mainly tool & 
die machine 
shops, located in 
Meadville. This 
boom earned 
Meadville the 
nickname Tool 
City, USA and, for 

many, the branding rights as ‘the tool & die 
capital of the world’.

It’s no coincidence that Pennco Tool & 
Die, founded in 1980 by Phil Passilla Sr., 
was out in front of it all. From its humble 
beginnings as a small grind and mill 
shop, Pennco has transformed itself over 
the years and has national recognition 
supporting the leading manufacturers in 
the country with close tolerance precision 
dies, gages, tooling, 
fixtures, assemblies, 
and custom 
machining solutions. 

In 1985, the 2nd 
generation of the 
Passilla family 
came on the scene 
with Phil Jr. joining 
his father in the 
business. In 1998, 
seeing an opportunity to expand, Phil 
Jr. led Pennco’s entrance into the world 
of wire electrical discharge machining. 
Wire EDM cuts or removes metal material 
using electrical discharges between two 
electrodes creating spark that produces 

intense heat (8,000 to 12,000 degrees 
Celsius). Add adaptive machine control that 
maintains a constant discharge and Wire 
EDM remains to this day a highly valuable 
process to cut a wide range of hard, thick, 
and thin materials with less waste.

With a vison and sound strategies for 
growth in mind, it’s no coincidence that 
Pennco Tool & Die also diversified and 
entered new markets including medical, 
the company’s largest business sector 
today, aerospace, electronics, and 
telecommunications. When I met with 
Phil Jr. and asked him what’s in his 
recipe for success, he spoke about 
their willingness and abilities to take 
on the most difficult work, the work 
others look to avoid. He went on to say 
that this approach to business growth 
“helped us to get in the door, establish 
a relationship, and prove ourselves.” Add 
their differentiation in equipment, highly 
skilled employees, high-quality, and on-
time delivery, and you’ve got their value 
proposition.    

Now, the 3rd generation is on the 
scene at Pennco with the addition 
of Phil Jr’s. two sons. Casey is the 

Improvement Manager, 
Hard Mill Supervisor, and 
Cody is the Business & 
Development Manager. 
Again, no coincidence, 
they are already helping to 
shape Pennco’s future with 
increased emphasis and 
investments to expand the 
company’s CNC capabilities 

with the latest technology 
and automation. Last 

year the Passilla’s acquired a building 
on Baldwin Street (formerly the Hite 
Company) and after several months 
of renovations and plant set up, their 
brand-new Mill Turn Fab facility is open 
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for business. 

After meeting with Cody and his 
father at their main location on 
Mead Ave, we headed over to check 
it out. Wow, what an impressive 
first impression immediately upon 
entering the front door. From the 
foyer, through a large opening, you 
can see their new DMG Mori 5 Axis 
CNC and Vertical Mills running. I 
immediately thought how impactful 
this first sight would be on visitors. 
Certainly, for prospective customers, 
but also for potential employees. 
Especially students or young adults 
who are unaware of today’s advanced 
manufacturing environments, who 
are looking for exciting work and 
rewarding careers. 

The rest of my tour was equally as 
impressive, and included meeting a 
young man, Hunter Craig, operating a 
CNC mill. Hunter was one of students 
featured on “signing day” at Crawford 
Tech and is somewhat of a local 
celebrity having been interviewed by 
media about his new job. He was all 
smiles when we met and when asked 
what he liked most about his job, he 
responded with excitement in his 
voice, “the variety of work”. 

Phil Jr. has been a long-time
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champion for education and training of the next generation 
of manufacturing talent. Crawford Tech is a critical 
component for success and Phil Jr’s commitment and 
support for the school is well known and appreciated in 
the community. He serves 
as the Chair of the Precision 
Machining Advisory Committee 
and proudly displays the sign 
outside his buildings denoting 
their hiring of Crawford Tech 
graduates. 

A week after my visit to Pennco, 
I had the chance to see  
Phil Jr at the Iroquois Club for, 
what else, a special event for 
Crawford Tech “Revitalizing a 
Technical Workforce for Our 
Companies”. A large crowd of over 100 were on hand to 
hear about the multi-media and multi-phase marketing and 
branding campaign to promote exciting jobs and rewarding 
career opportunities for graduates of the precision metal 
program at Crawford Tech. All made possible through the 
support of the Lang Family and Ainsworth Foundation. 

It’s very apparent that ‘Tool City’ will continue to thrive 
because of industry working together, with others in the 
community, to attract and train the next generation.  

 

Building An Employee 
Development Program You 
Can Be Proud Of
by Kevin Smith, MBA SPHR HCS 
President, Leaderstone and The Kevin Shabaar Smith Co

The search for skilled talent continues to be a significant 
challenge for many companies. As a result, many leaders 
are more aware, not only of the need to change how 
they recruit talent, but also the need to get serious about 
developing internal talent. 

Effective organizations today understand the importance of 
developing a structured, proactive and multi-tier employee 
development program. This approach helps close the 
skill gap by increasing the competencies of those already 
employed while keeping high performers growing and 
engaged through continual skill development. In order to 
develop such a program, there are three keys to success that 
leaders must keep in mind. 

Change the role of HR within your organization. 

If your HR Manager is spending time planning company 

parties, chasing new hires for completed paperwork, or 
dealing with payroll issues, you may need a paradigm shift 
within your company. Effective, talent-driven organizations 
understand the changing role of Human Resources and 
are shifting the position to one that is much more strategic 
and forward thinking. In order to implement any effective 
long-term talent management initiative, the successful HR 
practitioner must have the skills and authority to perform 
the following foundational activities: 

•	 Delegate basic administrative functions to 
administrative personnel. Deploy self-service models to 
reduce the tactical activities currently distracting the HR 
practitioner from becoming truly effective.

•	 Educate line managers on the importance of mentoring 
and coaching. Managers must be proactive in managing 
and coaching talent. As a result, the HR practitioner 
must be able to identify a potential manager’s ability to 
do so during the selection and hiring process.

•	 Become a true HR professional. Many times personnel 
holding the HR position were promoted or transferred 
within. Often in small companies, the HR role is held 
as a part-time duty by those whose “main job” is in 
accounting or office management. Today’s human 
resource manager must be aware of the skills, 
knowledge and ability required to develop an effective 
workforce.  

Know what it is that you need to know. 

Too often organizations are reactive to employee 
development needs. Supervisors take a look at their 
workforce and determine training needs based upon an 
immediate need. However, the first step in implementing 
an effective employee development program is performing 
a structured needs assessment. A needs assessment is a 
process designed to identify current and future training 
needs, those who need the training and what kind of 
training will be most effective. Many times organizations 
continue to send employees to training that is not needed, 
delivered using an ineffective method, or is not in line 
with the future needs of the organization. A training needs 
assessment helps saves organizations the wasted time and 
resources that are symptomatic of ineffective development 
initiatives. Assessments range from those that help identify 
the organizational needs to those that are designed to 
identify the content of a training program. Today’s HR 
professionals must be aware of these tools and use them  
at planned intervals to ensure an effective program. 

Apply training strategically. 

As a training professional, people are often surprised when I 
tell them that classroom training, as critical as it is, should 
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only account for about 10-15% of an employee’s overall 
development. Unfortunately, leaders often send participants to 
training programs only to have them return to the status quo 
shortly following the training. To ensure effective employee 
development, organizations must structure their program with 
the following in mind: 

•	  Classroom training and self-study should account for 10-
15% of an individual’s development

•	 Another 15–20% of an employee’s development should 
come from coaching, mentoring and other types of work/
feedback relationships.

•	 The remaining 65–75% of an employee’s development 
should come from the assignment of structured, 
challenging assignments that take employees out of their 
comfort zone.

Today’s HR professionals must understand this training-to-
experience relationship and build a framework that supports 
the organization’s comprehensive training efforts. Successful 
organizations are continually looking at different ways to 
overcome today’s workforce challenges and maintain a 
highly skilled and engaged workforce. Although many of the 
challenges are external in nature, all efforts must be taken 
to prevent the loss of high performing and high potential 
employees currently in place. Developing a comprehensive 
employee development program must be a major part of those 
efforts. Understanding the new face of the HR role, assessing 
the true needs of the workforce, and applying personnel 
development solutions in a strategic way is key to developing 
an effective program of which you can be proud. 

Side Note:  Kevin Smith will facilitate a 2-day Talent Grab 
workshop in Erie on November 6 & 7 (rescheduled from March). 
See more details at nwirc.org/event.

 

NWIRC’s audio podcast, Recipes for Manufacturing Success in 
Northern PA’, in August will feature Viking Plastics with  
Kelly Goodsel (August 7) and Elk County Heat Treaters with 
Ben and Gina Vrobel (August 21). Find it wherever you get your 
podcasts or NWIRC’s website at: nwirc.org/podcast.  
Listen anytime!

Welcome Tara Lawrence as 
Manufacturing Talent Stream 
Coordinator
Tara Lawrence has joined the NWIRC team as Manufacturing 
Talent Stream Coordinator. She leads efforts to prioritize and 
accelerate initiatives designed to connect manufacturers to 
students - the regional current and 
future talent stream. Her work  
includes developing a northwest 
manufacturing dream team for  
presenting at local schools,  
spearheading startup industry clubs 
at several schools across the region, 
organizing manufacturing month 
(October) activities, and serving as a 
liaison for NWIRC’s involvement 
with five student-run manufacturing 
enterprises and two Uniquely Abled Academies. Additionally, 
and most importantly, collaborating with numerous regional 
partners for elevating awareness of programs and activities 
(existing and new) that help students explore diverse  
manufacturing career paths. 

 

Lean Together Kicking Off
Lean Together™ is all about creating a workplace environment 
that attracts and retains the best employees, meeting current 
customer demand and quality expectations more profitably, 
and improving operations to better compete on new business 
opportunities. It’s a collaborative  
learning group for building a culture of continuous improve-
ment based on  
concepts from the book, 2 Second Lean, 
by Paul Akers with monthly classroom 
sessions or facility tours. The Kick-Off 
Event for Lean Together 1.0 and 2.0  
cohorts is being held on August 17  
from 9am-12pm at the Ambassador 
Conference Center in Erie. To learn more 
about the program, visit www.nwirc.org/
lean-together, where you can also download a self-assessment 
to evaluate your  
company’s continuous improvement journey. 
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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
Creating a Culture of 
Accountability
Aug 22:  Meadville
Learn the language of
accountability (it should be
positive, not negative!) and how
to set expectations S.M.A.R.T.E.R.
Participants will receive the book,
Winning with Accountability,  
by Henry J. Evans for additional
learning and application.

Effective Coaching Skills
Aug 23:  Coudersport
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.

Coaching for Performance 
Enhancement
Aug 29:  Hermitage
A single employee with  
chronic performance problems 
can dominate a leader’s time 
and drag down the productivity 
and morale of an entire group. 
This course builds leaders’  
skills in handling chronic  
performance problems. 

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor
Blended-Learning
Sept 21:  St Marys
This ISO internal auditor training
has a new twist - as a
blended-learning course
with only one day out of
your facility. You will
complete the ‘Requirements’
class online prior to attending
the in-person internal auditing
session on September 21  
in St Marys.  

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


