
By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC

October is Manufacturing Month, and 
for me, it is more than just a celebration 

of industry. It is 
a celebration of 
family and legacy.
My grandfather 
and father both 
built their careers 
at Xerox. My 
grandfather began 
as a drafter and 
rose to become 
a Data Resource 

Manager. He was one of the early voices 
warning about the year 2000 issue 
when 
companies were only using two digits 
for dates. My father worked as an 
Industrial Engineer, designing the 
processes to make copiers and 
printers. My mother also found 
her path in manufacturing as a 
programmer in the IT department 
of a book manufacturer. Some of my 
earliest and fondest memories are 
from Xerox family days, when we 
toured the plant and made crafts 
out of colorful, freshly printed paper. 
Those experiences stuck with me. 
I saw how math and science could 
be applied in a tangible way, which 
inspired me to pursue a degree in 
mechanical engineering.

That influence continues in the next 
generation. All four of my children are 
pursuing STEM careers, with a strong 
chance that they will also find their way 
into manufacturing. One of my daughters, 
for example, has been interning at 
McDowell Manufacturing (at McDowell 
High School in Erie) where she is learning 
to run CNC machines and inspect parts on 
a CMM. In our family, the narrative has  

always been that if you put your energy 
into what excites you, meaningful career 
opportunities will follow. This is why 
I believe so strongly in creating 
experiences that open doors for 
students. At NWIRC, with funding support 
we focus on programming that does  
exactly that. Through our Talent Stream  
initiatives, we’ve partnered with  
manufacturers in Crawford, Warren, 
Venango, and Clarion counties to  
produce Manufacturing in Motion 
video tours. These tours give students 
a firsthand look into local industries 
and careers, and the chance to connect 
directly with employees.  

Our support of Student-Run  
Manufacturing Enterprises go even 
further, giving high school students 
the chance to run every aspect of a 
business while making real parts for 
real companies. To date, NWIRC has 
helped eight schools launch their own 
programs.

This month, NWIRC is again proud to 
support the Manufacturer & Business  
Association as they host Manufacturing 
Day at the Bayfront Convention Center 

In This Issue

1	 Celebrating Manufacturing 
Through Generations

2	 Aspects of AI Usage Impacting  
AI Adoption 

3	 Turning Downtime into Uptime

4	 Upcoming Events

For more information or to register for training, visit www.nwirc.org

THE ADVISOR
Helping Manufacturers In Northwest Pennsylvania SUCCEED.

Issue 139 | October 2025

on October 8. It is a signature event 
that brings together students, 
educators, and manufacturers to 
celebrate the future of our industry.
Throughout October, we are also 
encouraging companies across 
Northwest and North Central PA to 
participate in NWIRC’s Manufacturing 
Family Day by opening their doors 
to families of their employees. These 
experiences spark curiosity, build 
connections, and inspire the next 
generation to see themselves in this 
work.

If your company would like to get 
involved, contact NWIRC’s Tara  
Lawrence (tlawarence@nwirc.org) 
to learn more about our initiatives. 

Manufacturing Month is about 
honoring the past, celebrating the 
present, and preparing for the future. 
For me, it has always been a family 
story, and now I am proud to help 
other families begin theirs.

  

Sara Hanks 
President/CEO, NWIRC

Celebrating Manufacturing 
Through Generations
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Sara and her daughter, Leila, at a Women in 
Manufacturing (WiM) event earlier this year
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Aspects of AI Usage  
Impacting AI Adoption
Andreas Welsch, Founder & Chief AI Strategist, 
Intelligence Briefing

Three papers have recently shaped my thinking on how 
leaders can support AI adoption. On their own, each paper 
delivers important insights. But when you connect them, a 
much clearer picture emerges.

You might have experienced this over the last few months: 
You receive a note, a draft, or a report, and as you start 
reading it, something feels off. It’s good, but not great. You 
read it three times and still can’t figure out what it’s actually 
about. Maybe you even catch some prompt fragments in 
the copy.

AI slop, whether on TikTok or in your inbox, is taking over 
what we read (and write). But a business cannot afford to 
create ‘good enough’ or generic information, let alone it 
being factually incorrect. Not using AI is not an option 
either. But what can leaders do to encourage AI use on 
their team without sacrificing quality?

1. Shadow AI is a Social Phenomenon

Last fall, Slack published its Workforce Analysis Index. 48% 
of respondents shared that they use AI at work without 
telling their manager. Why? Because they’re afraid of being 
seen as lazy, incompetent, or simply getting more work to 
fill the newfound free time. A study by Duke University 
published in May not only confirmed these findings, but 
also added the dimension of how peers interact and hide 
their AI use from each other—for the same reasons and 
concerns, by the way.

Here’s what that means: Shadow AI use is a real thing, and 
we need a real leadership shift to embrace AI fully. Leaders 
need to reward results rather than time or presence.

2. Cognitive Offloading Degrades Knowledge Retention

Researchers at MIT examined the effects of cognitive 
offloading, aka delegating too much to ChatGPT & Co. Their 
paper, “Your Brain on ChatGPT,” published in June 
demonstrates nicely how individuals retain little information 
if AI tools take over entire workflows (e.g., research essay 
topic, propose essay structure, and write the essay) 
compared to AI-augmented tasks (e.g., research essay topic 
and propose structure), and fully human-created work 
where all these steps are performed without the help of AI.
Here’s what that means: Despite the push for companies to 
become “AI-first,” delegating too much scope to AI can 
degrade your professionals’ knowledge and reduce the 
quality of the results.

3. AI Slop Influences Our Language
A study published by researchers at Max-Planck Institute for 

Human Development found that humans incorporate the 
language patterns that you notice from AI assistants into 
their spoken language. This includes structures like “it’s not 
just this; it’s also that.” or “it’s not this—but also that.” as well 
as certain keywords like delve, comprehend, and swift that 
occur more frequently in AI-generated text.

Here’s what that means: AI is shaping how we 
communicate. While many people adopt these structures 
and words, others become more self-conscious about their 
writing and purposefully omit them. The presence of an 
em-dash (—) does not automatically mean (sloppy) AI use.

Leaders across the organization play a huge role in scaling 
AI adoption. They can support their company and teams in 
three ways:

1. Empower the team to use AI
•	 Your team members are already using it anyway. Offer 

appropriate training to lower the barrier of entry—from 
basic AI literacy to advanced use of tools.

•	 Encourage your team to challenge the status quo of 
a workflow or process and explore where AI-enabled 
tools could support them.

•	 Create opportunities for dialogue and exchange by 
inviting a team member to present on your next team 
meeting how they use AI.

2. Provide clear guidelines for AI use
•	 Your organization already has an AI use policy that you 

can build upon. If not, think about a few simple 
•	 guidelines for how you would like them to use AI 

without sharing the first draft out of ChatGPT & Co. 
verbatim.

•	 Encourage the use of AI to create drafts that a human 
reviews, checks, and augments. The value of context, 
tacit knowledge, etc. that human team members add is 
super important here and help keep them “in the loop” 
of things.

3. Spot-check work products before publication
•	 Just like with any other work product, check  

AI-supported results from time to time to see if it meets 
the quality requirements of your team and organization.

•	 If it doesn’t, provide specific, actionable feedback to 
the team about what to look for the next time they 
create similar information. High-performing teams only 
reach that level if the expectations are clear and how to 
exceed them.

•	 At the end of the day, your team members should 
remain accountable for their work, whether or not they 
use AI in the process.

Leaders can support their teams’ AI use by empowering 
professionals, providing team guidelines for AI, and 
providing timely and actionable feedback on what 
high-quality work products look like.

Experienced Business Advisors Driving Impact for Manufacturers.



Side Note:  Andreas Welsch is an internationally recognized top 
10 Agentic AI leader. With over two decades of global leadership 
experience—most recently as Vice President at SAP—Andreas 
has helped Fortune 500 companies cut through AI hype to deliver 
measurable business outcomes. 

NWIRC is offering a 4-week virtual training led by Andreas,  
‘AI Explorer’, to raise AI literacy in manufacturing. The series will 
start on November 6 and this opportunity is limited to only  
20 people. Find info at nwirc.org/events.

  

Maintenance Masters 
Turning Downtime into Uptime
NWIRC’s Maintenance Masters Certification is more than a  
training series—it’s a mindset shift for manufacturers ready 
to move from reactive repairs to proactive reliability. Across the 
region, maintenance teams are stepping up to lead  
operational excellence, and this program is giving them the 
tools to do it.

Developed in response to one of the most persistent 
pain points in 
manufacturing— 
unplanned downtime—
the six-part monthly 
series helps 
companies rethink 
how they approach 
maintenance. With 90% 
of maintenance typically 
performed after 
equipment fails, the 
costs in lost productivity, 
scrap, and morale can be staggering. Maintenance Masters flips 
that model by teaching teams how to anticipate issues, plan 
smarter, and build systems that support long-term 
performance.

Led by Jeffrey Craig, CMRP, a nationally recognized Reliability 
& Maintenance Professional, the program covers everything 
from Preventive and Predictive Maintenance (PM/PdM) to 
Root Cause Analysis, Planning & Scheduling, and Maintenance 
Leadership. Each session is hosted by a regional 
manufacturer, giving participants the chance to learn in 
real-world environments and see how other companies are 
tackling similar challenges.

Some of the host companies for the upcoming cohort include 
The Warren Company (Erie), Dresser Utility Solutions (Bradford), 
Associated Spring (Corry), Eriez Magnetics (Erie), and American 
Refining Group (Bradford). These manufacturers are opening 
their doors to support peer learning and elevate maintenance 

as a strategic function—not just a support role. Participants  
leave with a new lens for solving problems, reducing costs, and 
improving equipment reliability.

Whether you’re a plant manager looking to upskill your team or 
a company interested in hosting a future session, Maintenance 
Masters delivers measurable impact. It’s not just about fixing 
what’s broken—it’s about building systems that prevent  
breakdowns in the first place. More info at:  
nwirc.org/maintenance.

  

Upcoming Lunch & Learn  
AI-Ready Manufacturing
As mentioned last month, NWIRC, along with NWPA NTMA and 
our hosting partners, invite you to attend a lunch & learn event, 
‘AI Ready Manufacturing: Get Your Data House in Order’ - offered 
in your region. Last month (Sept), the session was held at ALIC 
in Meadville. Quality data matters more than ever when  
introducing AI tools. Before AI can deliver insights, your data 
needs to be trustworthy and these sessions walk participants 
through 11 common data defects—issues that often go  
unnoticed but quietly undermine strategy, quality, and  
performance. You’ll learn how to align data types with strategic 
goals and how thoughtful collection and analysis can transform 
raw information into actionable intelligence. You’ll also hear 
from manufacturers how they are implementing AI at their 
companies. We have several more on the schedule. See all the 
details for these lunch events at nwirc.org/events:

Erie: October 2 | Gannon I-HACK
Clarion: November 5 | PennWest Clarion
Bradford: November 11 | Pitt Bradford Duke Building
DuBois: December 3 | Penn State DuBois  

Side Note:  NWIRC is partnering with numerous organizations 
across the 13-county region of northwest and north central 
Pennsylvania on an initiative that aims to reduce the barriers for 
manufacturers to adopt AI tools —whether it’s cost, training, or 
uncertainty—so they can boost 
productivity, enhance their workforce, 
and stay competitive. We would love your 
feedback to help shape this initiative. Your 
insights will guide training, technology, 
and workforce strategies. Please follow 
the QR code to take a 2-minute survey!
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Previous cohort participants of NWIRC’s 
Maintenance Masters Certification Program
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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  
and GD&T
Oct 7: Erie
Oct 24: St Marys
Nov 4: Corry

Strengthen your team’s ability 
to read and interpret technical 
drawings. Ideal for shop 
personnel, engineers, and 
managers, this foundational 
training builds confidence in 
solving problems and making 
informed decisions using 
real-world schematics.

 Leadership Skills Series
Starting Oct 7: Virtual

Leading a team in manufacturing 
isn’t easy—especially when 
turnover is high, communication 
breaks down, and supervisors 
are expected to manage without 
formal training. This six-session, 
highly interactive program helps 
leaders build confidence, resolve 
conflict, and lead with clarity. 
Since it’s virtual training, you 
won’t have to step away from the 
plant floor for days at a time.

Principles of Lean
Oct 16: Erie
Struggling with waste, 
bottlenecks, or inconsistent 
processes? This course helps you  
identify hidden inefficiencies and 
apply proven Lean tools—like 
5S, Value Stream Mapping, and 
Visual Management—to drive 
measurable improvements in 
flow, quality, and productivity.

Line to Leader Series
Nov 5, 19, Dec 3: Erie

Frontline leaders are often  
promoted without the tools 
to lead effectively. Step into 
leadership with engaging 
sessions focused on 
mastering mindset shifts, 
communication strategies, 
effective coaching, and leading 
former co-workers with 
confidence. This peer learning 
series provides practical insights 
and practice for aspiring leaders. 

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


