
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Manufacturers in our region are resilient 
without question. This is demonstrated 
time and again, but most recently as 
companies emerged from pandemic 
challenges, navigate supply chain 

bottlenecks, 
and struggle to 
find and keep 
employees. I 
recently traveled 
to McKean County 
to explore a 
manufacturer of 
a different sort – 
one that is every 
bit as resilient and 
innovative as the 

typical manufacturing company. 

Futures Rehabilitation Center (FRC), located 
in Bradford PA, is a non-profit organization 
dedicated to assisting adults with 
disabilities by offering a variety of services, 
including vocational training, socialization, 
and education. Their 
Community Participation 
Support (CPS) programs 
help participants 
build networks, 
foster relationships, 
independence, and find 
employment opportunities. 
At the core of FRC is their 
Vocational Work Center 
providing work skills 
training for competitive 
employment opportunities. And, by the 
way, FRC is also a manufacturer. 

In fact, NWIRC’s Strategic Business Advisor 
Tom Weible recently helped FRC obtain 
manufacturing-related NAICS codes (The 
North American Industry Classification 
System (NAICS) - a numeric coding system 
that federal statistical agencies

 use to classify businesses). While they are 
considered a social service organization, 
having the manufacturing NAICS codes 
enables them to benefit from a variety of 
services from organizations like NWIRC, as 
well as federal and state programs – such 
as PA WEDnet for training dollars for their 
manufacturing segment. 

So, how can they be classified as a 
manufacturer? According to FRC President/
CEO, Steve Morgan, “Manufacturing 
and assembly is happening in our 
Work Center, everyone in Bradford 
knows us for that.” Steve told me that 
FRC works with numerous industrial 
partners in the region for work that is 
negotiated at a contracted rate, often 
at a ‘price per piece’. Their workforce 
(FRC participants), in turn, earns a 
paycheck for the work they do. Their 
100+ qualified production workers take 
great pride in the work they are doing 
while earning wages. At the same time, 
they are receiving valuable training 

for potential 
employment 
opportunities in 
the community. 
The Work Center 
has more than 
30,000 sq. ft. 
of production 
space and 
delivers with 

a 26-foot box 
truck within a 50-

mile radius. Their capabilities include 
assembly, labeling & packaging, quality 
control inspection, and construction of 
pallets and crates. Some of their largest 
customers include Zippo, Case Cutlery, 
and American Refining Group. They also 
have a contract with UniqueSource to 
be the original equipment manufacturer 
of dry-erase and bulletin boards that are 
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sourced to office supply companies, 
such as WB Mason. 

For more than 50 years, FRC has 
provided local businesses and 
industries in the surrounding area 
with a dependable workforce to help 
customers meet their needs. They 
boast benefits of having a quick 
response time and saving companies 
time and money. Just like other 
manufacturers in the region, they are 
resilient and press on through any 
challenges that come their way - they 
are resilient across the board. 

Leaders and staff – They all believe in 
FRC’s mission of helping adults with 
disabilities live fulfilling, happy lives, 
be an active part of the community 
in McKean County, and contribute 
to society in a meaningful way. They 
pivot and pitch-in wherever and 
whenever needed in order to secure 
work for participants and help with 
projects. 

Innovation – Outside the box 
thinking was evident as I toured their 
facility and saw work in progress. They 
developed a special machine for one 
of their jobs - cutting tubes to create 
efficiency and also constructed 
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Participants in the Vocational Work Center at 
Futures Rehabilitation Center.
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fixturing for plastic oil bottles in order to apply the label in 
the exact spot every time.  

Scouting new markets – The team at FRC are always on 
the lookout for new projects. Developing relationships with 
local industry partners is key to their success and working 
with organizations (like NWIRC) who can help spread the 
work about their capabilities. Also tying in with innovation, 
they are starting to explore developing their own product or 
service for sustainability when other work is slow. 

Quality – As with any manufacturing company, they have 
to scrap pieces when quality isn’t up to par – but they 
monitor and adjust as needed to ensure quality meets their 
customers’ expectations,  every time. 

Navigating supply chain – Supply chain issues created 
by the pandemic affected production of the products they 
manufacture from start to finish (dry-erase and bulletin 
boards). Like many manufacturers, there were 7-8 month 
lead times for the materials needed – so work slowed down. 
Their team needed to pivot to find jobs to replace this 
meaningful work. 

Financial resiliency – The leadership team knows where 
every dollar is coming from and where every dollar goes. 
Their funding comes primarily from Medicaid programs 
and donations, but also from customer payments for their 
manufacturing work. They look to breakeven – with the 
ultimate goal of having “work that 
requires many hands” for all different 
ranges of skill-levels. 

Production workforce – FRC’s 
workforce challenge is a little 
different than most manufacturers 
today. They have a strong production 
team ready and able, but when 
project work is slow and meaningful 
work isn’t available – workers often 
choose not to show up at the Center that day. The downside 
of this is that these participants are then missing out on the 
valuable training and socialization they get, even when they 
aren’t working on a customer’s job. 

The bottom line from my trip to FRC and observations of 
the work being done…is the remarkable resiliency of their 
participants. Despite facing challenges, they are overcoming 
their individual obstacles, contributing in valuable ways 
to the community, and are truly part of the manufacturing 
supply chain. They’re also very eager to work, so consider 
FRC for a future project! 

  

Student-Run Manufacturing  
Reaching New Heights
Over 120 students from across the northwest and north  
central region of Pennsylvania convened last month on  
May 7th in Warren PA for the first annual Student-Run  
Manufacturing  
Enterprise (SRME) 
Summit hosted by 
NWIRC. 

With the theme, 
‘Reaching New 
Heights’, this  
conference was 
geared for students 
who are running a 
manufacturing business out of their high schools in order 
for them to share best practices for making their programs 
(businesses) stronger. Schools that participated in this year’s 
Summit include: McDowell High School in Erie (McDowell  
Manufacturing), St Marys Area High School in St Marys 
(Dutch Manufacturing), Bradford Area High School (Parkway 
Industrial), Warren County Career Center (1st Class  
Precision Manufacturing), Clarion-Limestone High School 
(Lion Manufacturing), Titusville High School (Rocket  
Manufacturing), and Corry High School (in early planning 
stages of a program). 

The event, coordinated and emceed by NWIRC’s  
Manufacturing Talent Stream 
Coordinator, Tara Lawrence, 
featured students from each 
of the schools presenting 
their successes and challen-
ges over the past year. They 
also provided tips to the 
other schools and asked for 
input from others. The day 
also included a get-to-know-
each-other icebreaker of 
‘people bingo’ with Molly Reichard, NWIRC’s Culture De-
velopment Advisor, a ‘standardized work  
challenge’ facilitated by NWIRC Operational Excellence  
Specialist Shane Cantrell, panel discussion, and networking 
with company sponsors. The business panel discussion, 
moderated by NWIRC’s President/CEO Bob Zaruta, featured 
individuals in various manufacturing roles, including Rick 
Young, President of Sintergy; John Weible, Project  
Administrator at Miller Fabrication Solutions, Kevryn  
Boser-Dixon, Reliability Manager at American Refining 
Group, and Shana Bailey, Marketing Manager at Viking 
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Plastics. The panelists shared their career path, experiences in 
their roles, and answered questions from the students focused 
on various areas of manufacturing including leadership, sales, 
engineering, quality, and marketing. 

Businesses and organizations supporting this year’s Summit 
include Haas, Miller Fabrication Solutions, Gasbarre Products, 
Ellwood Group, Beverage Air, American Refining Group, and 
NWPA-NTMA.  

NWIRC was integral in helping these regional high schools 
plan and launch their programs, building awareness, and 
connecting with local manufacturers. The SRME model puts the 
information learned during coursework to practical use as they 
produce actual parts, deliver services, add value as part of the 
supply chain for local manufacturers, and possibly create their 
own original products. Over the course of an academic school 
year, students learn about and 
perform different job functions  
in manufacturing, develop  
essential life-long skills, use  
advanced manufacturing  
technologies, and build  
relationships with local  
companies. At the same time this 
work readiness is occurring,  
capacity for local manufacturers 
is advancing and the next generation of manufacturing talent 
is being cultivated. Through this experience, students interact 
with local manufacturers and learn their requirements –  
including performance metrics for production, quality, and 
on-time delivery. Students are getting the opportunity to be 
mentored, gain expert insight, and develop manufacturing 
skills. The working relationships established and developed will 
position the students for future employment opportunities.

All of these regional SRME programs, and the Summit, are  
supported in part by The Pennsylvania Department of  
Community and Economic Development (DCED) through the 
Manufacturing Training-to-Career grant program.

There was wonderful feedback from all of the schools,  
including this follow-up message from the students at St Marys 
Area High School, “Thank you for the amazing experience! 
Dutch Manufacturing enjoyed getting to meet other  
student-run manufacturing enterprises and hearing their  
stories. We are grateful for this opportunity!” 

We’ve already begun planning for next year’s Summit!

  

Automation Happy Hour
On the heels of the Manufacturing Advanced Expos last month 
in Kersey and Erie, NWIRC wants to keep the automation  
conversations going. Join us 
for an evening of  
networking, snacks, and 
insightful discussions at our  
Automation Happy Hour. 
We’ll delve into the latest 
trends, advancements, and 
breakthroughs shaping the 
world of robotics,  
automation, and other 
manufacturing  
technology. In addition, we’ll discuss business considerations 
and workforce challenges while ensuring equitable benefits 
and data security.

NWIRC’s Operational Excellence Specialist, Shane Cantrell, will 
lead the discussion and share automation case studies, tools 
for evaluating return on investment (ROI), and grant funding 
opportunities.

There are two Automation Happy Hour events scheduled this  
summer, including July 18 at Brewerie at Union Station in  
Erie PA from 4-6pm and August 14 at The Dented Keg in  
Clearfield PA from 4-6pm. The events include appetizers and 
drink tickets, and there is no charge - but registration is  
required by emailing: rkeller@nwirc.org.  
Visit nwirc.org/events for more details.  

Cheers to the future of manufacturing, innovation, and  
collaboration!
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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
Measurement, Gaging  
& Calibration
June 20:  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.

Lean Basics Training
June 26:  Hermitage
Build a foundation of lean -
learning concepts and benefits,
understand the difference
between value and waste,
various lean tools to help
eliminate waste, and key
elements for building a  
lean culture.

Creating a Culture of 
Accountability
July 24:  Corry
When those at your company 
aren’t held accountable to the 
same expectations, morale can 
take a significant hit. Learn the 
language of accountability (it 
should be positive not negative!), 
and how to set expectations 
S.M.A.R.T.E.R. Participants 
receive the book, Winning with 
Accountability, by Henry J. Evans 
for additional learning and 
application.

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor
July 17-19:  St Marys
This 3-day, in-person 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.

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


