
By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC

As 2025 draws to a close, I find myself 
reflecting on what this first year in 

transition has 
meant: for me 
personally, for 
NWIRC, and for 
the manufacturers 
and partners 
who shape our 
work each day. 
I entered the 
CEO role with a 
listening mindset, 
fully aware I 

was stepping into a space that would 
require humility, curiosity, and courage. 
What I didn’t expect was how naturally a 
theme would emerge from that approach. 
Looking back now, this has been a year 
defined by discovery.

One of the greatest 
discoveries has been 
the sheer potential 
of our region. Every 
plant visit, every 
conversation on a 
production floor, and 
every meeting with 
owners and operators 
reinforced something 
important: Northwest 
Pennsylvania is filled 
with organizations 
that care deeply 
about craftsmanship, 
innovation, and community. The 
enthusiasm I witnessed, from teams eager 
to adopt new tools to leaders focused on 
the next generation of manufacturing 
careers, gave me a clearer picture of 
what’s possible here. It’s impossible not to 
be inspired when you see the pride and 
dedication present across our region.

This year also reinforced my belief in the 
power of partnership. Working alongside 
universities supporting AI learning, 
workforce organizations, SBDCs, Ben 
Franklin Technology Partners, regional 
chambers, and economic development 
organizations reminded me how collective 
effort sparks momentum. The AI Lunch & 
Learn series began as a simple idea and 
became a catalyst for conversation 
because so many partners stood 
behind it. Our work on the ARC POWER 
grant application further demonstrated 
the strength of our regional network—
many voices coming together to 
advance shared goals. (Fingers crossed.) 
These relationships created spaces 
for curiosity and growth, ensuring 
manufacturers felt supported as they 
explored what AI could mean for their 
businesses.

Inside NWIRC, 
discovery took on 
another meaning. 
As I settled into 
my role, I was 
continually 
impressed by the 
talent, creativity, 
and grit of our team. 
I saw firsthand 
how many strong 
elements of the 
organization 

were already in 
place, while also 

recognizing the opportunities that 
come with guiding a new strategic 
direction. I watched staff challenge 
the status quo, test new approaches, 
and find ways to make our work more 
efficient and impactful. Leadership, I’ve 
learned, isn’t about holding tightly to 
every decision, it’s about creating 
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the conditions for others to bring 
their strengths forward. It’s a balance 
I’m still learning, and one I’m grateful 
to practice alongside such capable 
colleagues.

Looking ahead, I feel both grounded 
and energized. The discoveries of 
2025 shaped a clearer direction for 
NWIRC and affirmed the importance 
of staying connected to our 
manufacturers, our partners, our team, 
and our purpose. We have meaningful 
work ahead, and I’m excited for the 
opportunities that will come from 
continued collaboration.

As we move into the holiday season, 
I hope you find time to rest, enjoy 
moments with loved ones, and reflect 
on your own year of growth. Thank 
you for your trust, your partnership, 
and your dedication to strengthening 
manufacturing in our region. I’m 
grateful for the work we’ve done 
together and I’m looking forward to 
everything we’ll discover in the year 
ahead.

Warm wishes for a joyful and peaceful 
holiday season.

  

Sara Hanks 
President/CEO, NWIRC
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Sara Hanks talking with participants at the  
Lean Together cohort kick-off meeting
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Time Management - It’s Not 
Always About the Clock
Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC, Culture Development Manager

As we get ready to turn the page into a new year, many of  
us feel the familiar pull to “get organized,” “be more  
productive,” or finally 
“manage our time better.” 
But what if the real shift  
isn’t about doing more— 
it’s about thinking  
differently?

We often treat time  
management like a puzzle we can solve with the right app, 
planner, or color-coded calendar. But the truth is, no tool 
can fix a mindset rooted in scarcity. We all get the same 24 
hours. The question isn’t how to stretch them—it’s how to 
spend them with intention.

Let’s start by challenging a few myths:

•	 “Multitasking makes me more efficient.” (It doesn’t.)

•	 “I’ll feel less stressed when I get everything done.” (You 
won’t.)

•	 “If I just find the perfect system, I’ll finally feel in control.” 
(Not quite.)

Time management isn’t just about efficiency—it’s about 
agency. When we shift from reacting to our schedules to 
owning them, we begin to see choices where we once saw 
chaos. That overflowing inbox? Maybe it doesn’t need to be 
cleared today. That meeting? Maybe it could be an email. 
That task you keep postponing? Maybe it’s not actually a 
priority.

Reimagining time means asking better questions:

•	 What matters most to me right now?
•	 What drains my energy—and what restores it?
•	 Where am I saying “yes” out of habit instead of purpose?

It also means choosing tools that support your rhythm, not 
someone else’s. Whether it’s time-blocking, visual planners, 
habit trackers, or digital reminders, the best system is the 
one that helps you make conscious decisions—not just 
track tasks.

And here’s the kicker: productivity isn’t the goal. Clarity is. 
When we align our time with our values, we stop chasing 
the illusion of “getting it all done” and start building days 
that feel meaningful—even if they’re messy.

So, as you step into the new year, don’t just set goals— 
reclaim your time. Reflect. Reset. Reimagine. Your 24 hours 
are waiting, and you have more power than you think.

Side Note: Lisa Pustelak will lead the virtual training session,  

Time Management Reimagined, on December 11 from 
9:00am-11:00am. Shift how you think about time  
management, explore common misconceptions, and discover 
practical tools to make intentional choices within your 24-hour 
day. See more details at nwirc.org/events. 

  

Lean Thinking, Lasting Results 
Empowering Employees 
Through Certification
Shane Cantrell, NWIRC, Operational Excellence Specialist

In a manufacturing landscape defined by rapid change, 
workforce shortages, and relentless pressure to improve 
margins, one investment consistently delivers outsized 
returns: developing your people. When companies support 
employees in earning credentials, they’re not just checking 
a training box—they’re building a culture of problem- 
solvers who drive real, measurable impact. The SME Lean 
Bronze certification is a prime example.

Lean Bronze-certified employees bring more than just the 
knowledge of tools like 5S, value stream mapping, or A3 
thinking - they bring experience applying those tools to real 
challenges, like reducing changeover times, improving flow, 
eliminating rework. The certification process requires  
candidates to document actual improvements, which 
means they’ve already delivered value before the ink dries 
on their certificate.

Here are five powerful reasons why supporting  
Lean Bronze Certification pays off:

1.	 Certified Employees Deliver Measurable Results 
Lean Bronze candidates must complete a portfolio of 
real-world projects to earn their credential. That means 
they’ve already reduced waste, improved flow, or solved 
persistent problems before they even get certified. 
These aren’t theoretical learners—they’re proven  
contributors.

2.	 They Become Internal Change Agents 
Certified team members bring more than technical 
know-how—they bring confidence, structure, and 
a bias for action. They can lead kaizen events, coach 
peers, and help sustain improvements long after the in-
itial push. Their presence accelerates cultural adoption 
of Lean thinking across departments. 

3.	 It Builds a Resilient, Agile Workforce 
Lean Bronze-certified employees are trained to see sys-
tems, not just symptoms. They ask better questions,  
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challenge assumptions, and adapt quickly to change. In a 
world of supply chain disruptions and labor shortages, that 
kind of agility is priceless. 

4.	 It Signals Trust and Long-Term Investment

When companies invest in employee certification, it sends a 
clear message: “We believe in your growth.” That builds  
loyalty, engagement, and retention—especially among 
emerging leaders who want to make an impact. It’s not just  
a credential; it’s a career catalyst.

In short, Lean Bronze Certification isn’t just about what  
employees learn—it’s about what they do with that learning. 
And when companies support that journey, they unlock a 
deeper level of performance, engagement, and continuous 
improvement.

Whether you’re a small manufacturer looking to build  
internal capacity or a regional partner shaping workforce 
strategy, investing in Lean Bronze is a smart move. It’s not just a 
badge—it’s a blueprint for excellence.

Side Note: NWIRC has another Manufacturing Excellence 
Professional Development intensive program scheduled to begin 
on January 28 in Meadville – to learn and prepare for the SME 
Lean Bronze Certification exam. See details at nwirc.org/events. 

  

Opening Doors to  
Manufacturing Careers 
Tara Lawrence, NWIRC, Talent Stream Coordinator

For more than two years, NWIRC’s Project Manufacturing Talent 
Stream has been building bridges between manufacturers, 
students, and educators across northwest and north central 
Pennsylvania. Through hands-on programming, career  
exploration events, and industry-education partnerships, the 
initiative continues to evolve - creating meaningful  
connections that inspire the next generation of manufacturing 
talent - and expanding the regional workforce by identifying  
individuals in our communities who face barriers to 
employment. 

One of the most promising tools in our efforts include the 
Certified Manufacturing Associate (CMfgA) online curriculum 
and credential from Tooling U–SME. This nationally recognized 
certification is designed for individuals who are new to  
manufacturing or exploring it as a career option. It offers 
foundational knowledge in areas like safety, quality, production 
processes, and maintenance awareness - making it an ideal first 
step for those not yet ready for more advanced technical  
 

training. This past year, NWIRC has piloted several programs to 
offer the online coursework and certification exam at no cost to 
targeted groups, removing financial barriers and opening new 
doors, thanks to our PA Manufacturing Training to Career grant. 
One of the most exciting pilots this year is the CMfgA cohort at 
Keystone Charter School in Mercer County. Through a unique 
partnership, students are working toward the CMfgA 
credential during their regular class period as part of their 
semester curriculum. The 
program blends online 
learning with in-person  
instruction, and is  
enriched by facility  
tours at regional  
manufacturing facilities 
-  providing students 
a firsthand look at 
modern manufacturing 
environments and an 
opportunity to develop 
their own relationships 
with company leaders. 

These CMfgA students 
kicked off the semester 
with a visit to the Canfield Trades Fair and Mahoning Valley 
Expo, followed by a field trip to the large MFG Day celebration 
at Erie’s Bayfront Convention Center - a high-energy event that 
showcases cutting-edge technologies and career pathways 
across the region. Throughout the school year, they visit local  
companies, including Jamestown Coatings, Ellwood  
Crankshaft, Acutec Precision Aerospace,  C&J Industries, Joy 
Cone, Imperial Systems and others. These experiences are 
timed to align with CMfgA lessons, reinforcing concepts like 
safety, measurement, robotics, and lean manufacturing with 
real-world context.

By combining foundational eduaction and training with 
real-world exposure and community support, NWIRC is helping 
individuals take their first confident step into manufacturing—
and giving regional companies access to a more diverse and 
prepared talent pool.
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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
Time Management 
Reimagined
Dec 11: Zoom
Shift how you think about time 
management, explore common
misconceptions, and discover 
practical tools to make 
intentional choices within your 
24-hour day. Learn to recognize 
mindset traps that limit  
time-related decision-making 
and apply strategies to regain 
control over daily priorities.

Unlocking Efficiency:
5S and 8 Wastes
Dec 17: Meadville
Discover how 5S and the  
8 Wastes can transform your 
operations—from cluttered 
workstations to streamlined, 
high-performing environments. 
This hands-on training equips 
your team with practical tools 
to reduce inefficiencies, boost 
morale, and build a culture of 
continuous improvement that 
sticks. 
 

Manufacturing Foundations 
& Team Dynamics
Jan 13: Zoom
Kickstart your new employees’ 
success with this virtual training, 
the perfect complement to your 
onboarding process! During 4 
virtual sessions, participants 
review manufacturing 
fundamentals and gain 
workplace skills, including 
communications and problem-
solving to help them integrate 
into the team. 

Design for 
Manufacturability
Jan 13: Erie
Discover how design decisions 
impact cost, quality, and 
production efficiency. 
This workshop gives 
your team the tools to 
optimize for manufacturability 
from the start. Turn design 
into a competitive advantage 
making early choices that can 
streamline production and 
boost profitability.

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


