
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

The month of March…Yes! There is so 
much good stuff to look forward to this 
month including the regular annual 
happenings of the first day of spring, March 
Madness, and St. Patrick’s Day, and this 

year, Easter falling 
on the last day of 
the month. But 
let’s not get out 
there too far too 
fast and pause to 
draw attention  
to another special 
recognition this 
month.   

Each year
since 2014, March has been recognized 
nationally as Supply Management Month. 
According to National Day, the aim of 
celebrating this month is to appreciate the 
sophistication 
displayed by 
procurement 
professionals 
in sourcing all 
materials needed 
in manufacturing 
and the 
consumption 
of goods and 
services we need. 
We praise these 
supply chain management professionals 
who work hard to identify the best possible 
sources of goods needed and to procure 
items that are the most cost effective. 
They play a key role in the success of their 
companies.        

Some reading this article may be viewing 
supply chains from a consumer perspective 
- recalling challenges and frustrations
when products desired were not readily
available or had very long lead times. I
suspect most reading this article are in

manufacturing and thus view supply chains 
from a customer perspective - looking at 
relationships with key suppliers or from 
a supplier perspective -  looking to serve 
customers, or both. You may be thinking 
(or should be thinking) about being part of 
a potentially new supply chain that could 
lead to significant and more profitable 
growth.        

Historically, the scrutiny on supply 
chains has fluctuated. Just think about 
the last several years, before March 
2020 (start of the pandemic) and the 
two years that followed. Here at NWIRC, 
although we have been a resource 
addressing manufacturers’ supply chain 
needs and opportunities for many years, 
never to the extent we are experiencing 
today. Let me share just a few examples. 
NWIRC is currently working with two 
manufacturing companies with supply 

chain needs that, 
if met, could 
move production 
currently in China 
to Pennsylvania 
driving business 
growth for small 
and mid-sized 
manufacturers 
(SMMs), and 
creating hundreds 
of new jobs. 

Through a Supply Chain Optimization 
& Intelligence Network (SCOIN) 
statewide initiative, NWIRC offers a 
Supply Chain 101 series at no-cost 
to PA manufacturers. This live, virtual 
series provides ‘must have’ processes 
for successful execution of inventory 
& supply chain management and 
practices to link them to a company’s 
strategic, operating, and tactical plans. 
As part of the SCOIN initiative, we will 
be facilitating supply chain relationships 
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between PA-based OEMs and qualified 
SMMs. Through our Manufacturing 
Extension Partnership (MEP) 
National Network Supplier Scouting 
initiative, we continue to connect 
manufacturers who are looking 
for a supplier or have the need to 
identify a supplier. Through the ARC 
ARISE grant program, featured in my 
article last month, NWIRC can help 
manufacturers evaluate and enter the 
new energy economy supply chains. 
Stay tuned for much more to come! 
We expect market demand for our 
supply chain resources and our high-
value offerings to grow.  

Building Scientific 
Thinking Habits by 
Practicing Kata
By Mike Rother, author of Toyota Kata, 
The Toyota Kata Practice Guide, Toyota 
Kata Culture, and Learning to See 

Lean training seemed fairly  
straightforward in the 1990s, as it  
focused on tools and general  
concepts. But deeper study of Toyota 
showed us that its visible tools and 
practices are built on an invisible, 
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scientific way of thinking. At Toyota you set challenging 
goals and experiment your way toward them—adding to 
knowledge as you take steps—instead of trying to decide 
your way to them.

That’s a way of thinking and acting you have to learn, 
because it does not come naturally to humans. The default 
way we think about problems often involves jumping to 
conclusions—not scientific thinking—because the brain 
doesn’t like uncertainty. The unconscious part of our brain 
takes bits of surface information, quickly extrapolates to fill 
in blanks, and gives us a false sense of confidence. And then 
we start making costly mistakes. However... we do have the 
power to change our thinking.

Deliberate Practice to Change Habits
Changing mindset involves weaving new neural pathways, 
by practicing a new way, which over time replace old 
pathways. Want to lose 
weight? Practice new 
patterns of eating and  
exercise. This raises the 
bar on educating  
ourselves to think more 
scientifically, since books, 
seminars or workshops 
alone probably won’t 
change our habits. There 
are many practice guides 
for learning how to play 
music, cook, paint, play 
a sport, play chess, and 
countless other pursuits, 
yet surprisingly few for 
the useful skill of 
scientific thinking. 
Toyota Kata aims to 
change this.

Some Ingredients
We have a pretty good idea of what does work for changing 
habits of mind—daily practice sessions of some new  
routines, in the real workplace, with corrective feedback 
from a coach. Every time you think or do something you’re 
more likely to do it again.

First, we’ll need some model of scientific thinking, in  
components or steps that can be taught one by one. 
Second, there should be a coach who can provide  
corrective feedback to the learner, so the learner practices 
and internalizes the right new patterns. Finally, we need 
some specific routines to practice, especially for beginners. 
These ingredients are exactly what the Toyota Kata Practice 
Guide provides.

1. The Improvement Kata is a four-step scientific pattern
that learners follow to experiment their way through
obstacles and achieve tough goals.

2. The Coaching Kata is a pattern for teaching the
Improvement Kata. It helps coaches practice sensing
how the learner is thinking and giving effective
feedback, in daily interactions called “coaching cycles.”

3. But wait, there’s more. There are small, specific practice
routines—called Starter Kata— for each step of the
Improvement Kata. This is where beginners start and
is an entryway to developing new skills and changing
your mindset.

Starter Kata Help Us Build New Habits
Practicing Kata has been utilized for centuries as a way of 
preserving effective skillsets, transmitting them from person 
to person, and building effective teamwork. The goal is to 
master each Starter Kata’s fundamental pattern so you can 
then build on and adapt it in a variety of contexts as a reflex, 

with little thought or 
hesitation.

Starter Kata are like a  
beginner musician  
practicing a musical scale. 
That’s their role. You 
don’t stick with playing a 
musical scale forever, you 
build on what you learned 
from practicing it. And the 
next learner who comes 
along then begins with 
the same Starter Kata. This 
is particularly useful if you 
want to build a shared way 
of thinking and acting—a 
deliberate culture—in a 
team or organization, 

because everyone begins with the same basics and  
develops a common language.

Ultimately, though, Kata are not the important thing. What 
is important are the scientific skills and mindset that  
practicing them imparts, which you and your organization 
can use to strive for your particular goals, again and again. A 
good approach for the dynamic, unpredictable 21st  
Century!

Sidebar: NWIRC’s Tom Weible will facilitate an Improvement 
and Coaching Kata workshop on March 12 in DuBois.  
See details at nwirc.org. 
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The Improvement Kata model of practical, everyday scientific thinking
(Illustration from The Toyota Kata Practice Guide, McGraw Hill, 2017)



NWPA Defense Advisory  
Council Quarterly Meeting
The Northwest Pennsylvania Defense Advisory Council will 
conduct its first quarterly meeting for the new year on  
March 7, 2024, in Erie, PA. 

This newly formed advisory council is in response to the  
increasingly large number of challenges that contractors face 
when trying to do business with the Department of  
Defense (DoD). According to the 2023 DoD Office of Small 
Business Strategic Plan, there has been a large decrease in the 
number of companies participating in the Defense  
Industrial Base (DIB) throughout the country to the point that 
it has become vital for the U.S. Government to strategize their 
efforts to support small businesses, who make up 70% of the 
companies that do business with DoD. 

The Northwest Commission APEX Accelerator’s Government 
Contracting Manager, Robyn Rowan, along with several  
clients of the program have been discussing the concept of 
an advisory group for years. The focus of the group is to bring 
together seasoned and new defense contractors to join forces 
in order to share  
resources, provide best 
practices, guidance, and 
networking opportunities 
in the area of defense  
contracting. 

Rowan explained dur-
ing the kickoff meeting in September 2023, that the Defense 
Advisory Council in the Northwest PA region will focus its 
strategies to align with the DoD’s strategy to increase the DIB 
by providing opportunities for contractors to work together to 
resolve common barriers to entry, discuss challenges and bring 
in experts to help with those challenges. Rowan is hoping that 
this initiative will help build a strong foundation of defense 
contractors within the region for years to come; one that the 
U.S. Government will recognize and turn to for supporting their 
mission. One of the keys to success is the support of regional 
business resources, stakeholders, and small, medium, and large 
contractors - well-established and new. 

For additional information and details of the upcoming  
March 7th meeting, contact the Northwest Commission APEX 
Accelerator’s Government Contracting Manager, Robyn Rowan 
at robynr@northwestpa.org.  

  

NWIRC’s Molly Reichard is  
Certified Working Genius  
Facilitator
NWIRC’s Culture Development  
Advisor, Molly Reichard, has  
completed training and is now a 
Working Genius Certified Facilitator. 
She’s equipped with the tools and  
resources to help leverage the  
Working Genius model with  
individuals, teams and organizations. 
This model is used to help bring  
greater success and fulfillment to 
leadership development, job  
alignment, team cohesion and  
productivity, creating a common language for clarity around 
stages of work, and employee job satisfaction.  

Working Genius is Patrick Lencioni’s newest teamwork model, 
that helps people understand how they can contribute to work 
most effectively. This tool can help individuals, leaders and 
teams better leverage one another’s strengths and understand 
how to be both productive and fulfilled at work.

Working with a Certified Facilitator can help companies  
transform work for individuals in their teams by helping them:
•	 understand why they have been successful or  

unsuccessful in past endeavors
•	 clarify which types of work give joy and energy and which 

types are draining and difficult 
•	 avoid making unfair and inaccurate judgments about  

one another’s motivation 
•	 alleviate guilt about struggles people have with certain 

types of work
•	 improve dialogue and directives in team meetings
•	 make quick and concrete adjustments to roles and 

responsibilities to better tap into one another’s strengths, 
and avoid one another’s weaknesses

•	 get more done in less time

To learn more about 6 Types of Working Genius, reach out to an 
NWIRC Strategic Business Advisor at www.nwirc.org/sba.
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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
Blueprint Reading
Mar 7:  St Marys
Apr 9:  Corry
Strengthen the blueprint and 
schematic reading skills of shop 
personnel, operators, engineers, 
and managers. This course is 
designed to help those who 
are using blueprints and/or 
schematics to make decisions, 
help solve problems, and 
prepare participants to be able 
to effectively read and interpret 
technical drawings.

Kata: Build a Culture of 
Continuous Improvement
March 12:  DuBois 
Improvement Kata and 
Coaching Kata training enables
participants to develop skills for 
doing and teaching a
scientific routine of thinking 
(kata) in your daily work and to
reach a level of performance not 
previously achieved. Kata can 
help your company develop and 
sustain a culture of continuous 
improvement.

Measuring, Gaging, & 
Calibration
March 13:  St Marys
Training in calibration and minor 
repair, to include selecting 
the proper gage for the type 
of measurement, hands-on 
calibration and minor repairs 
and adjustments of various 
gages, NIST Traceability, 
Certificates of Conformance, 
gage management, and 
standards.

Effective Coaching Skills
March 19:  Corry
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 with 
activities to practice what you 
learn.

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


