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Made to order
The N.C. Community College System’s custom-training program 

finds and develops the employees that companies need.

C O M M U N I T Y  C O L L E G E  T R A I N I N G  P R O G R A M S

PROVIDED BY ACME SMOKED FISH CORP.

Brooklyn, N.Y.-based Acme Smoked Fish Corp. needed workers for its recently opened factory  

in Wilmington. It turned to Cape Fear Community College to find people for the plant 

and then train them in food safety. The company wound up hiring 120 through the college.

T
he job description was straightforward. 

Candidates needed strong attention to 

detail, a good work record and a high 

school diploma or its equivalent. They also 

had to welcome working eight hours in a 40-degree cooler.

Brooklyn, N.Y.-based Acme Smoked Fish Corp. 

broke ground on a 100,000-square-foot cold-smoked 

salmon packaging plant — the largest in the country — 

in Wilmington in July 2014. It needed a workforce to 

meet the plant’s annual output capacity of 10 million 

pounds. So it turned to Wilmington-based Cape Fear 

Community College to begin training workers soon 

after the announcement. “The No. 1 thing the company 

wanted help with was pre-employment screening,” says 

Stefanie Adams, the college’s customized training and 

workforce development director. Companies new to 

North Carolina often find that established organizations 

are better at reaching potential applicants because of 

their connections. 

Adams and her staff created a three-hour pre-em-

ployment class that provided information on Acme 

and its products and working conditions. About 550 

job-seekers attended the class. Some were cool to the  

idea of a cold workplace despite the promise of compa-

ny-supplied insulated suits. One woman balked when 

an Acme executive mentioned that food-safety practices 

mandated employees keep their fingernails short. 

Getting that information before a formal interview gave 

many — including the woman who prized her long 

fingernails — an easy exit, saving time for everyone. 



S P O N S O R E D  S E C T I O N

8 1M A R C H  2 0 1 6

Screening applicants is one aspect of the custom 

training and development that the N.C. Community 

College System offers companies locating, expanding or 

upgrading technology in North Carolina. It has been one 

of the state’s most effective economic-development tools 

since the 1950s and is offered through all 58 campuses 

statewide at no cost to companies.

Acme hired more than 120 of those who took 

the class at an average annual salary of $30,000. The 

headcount could rise to almost 160 this year if the 

company transfers a production line from New York. 

Cape Fear also provided food-safety training to the new 

hires and advanced food-safety instruction for Acme 

supervisors. That training was done by food-safety 

experts within the community college system’s BioNet-

work, which supports companies in life-science 

industries. “[The training is] one less thing [the company 

has] to pay for, and it helps them get off the ground,” 

Adams says. It also ensures success continues. On tap for 

Acme are leadership, continuous improvement and 

specialty training. The last, covering ammonia refrigera-

tion, will be offered in conjunction with a community 

college in Georgia that specializes in it.

The community college system’s customized 

training operates under NCWorks, which also involves 

N.C. Department of Commerce Division of Work-

force Solutions and N.C. Commission on Workforce 

Development. In 2015, it helped 329 new-company or 

expansion projects and trained or screened 27,241 Tar 

Heels at a cost of about $9 million, says Maureen Little, 

the system’s associate vice president for customized 

training. Almost 37,000 people were trained at a cost of 

$13.7 million when support to existing, non-expanding 

companies is included.

Richmond Community College instructors taught Novipax employees to reduce waste and increase efficiency at the 

company’s Rockingham plant, where absorbent pads for the meat-packing industry are made.

“The No. 1 thing 

the company wanted 

help with was 

pre-employment 

screening.” 

Stefanie Adams

customized training and workforce 

development director,

Cape Fear Community College

PROVIDED BY RICHMOND COMMUNITY COLLEGE
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The custom workforce training that the state’s community colleges provide to new and existing companies is a 

vital economic-development tool. But it’s not the only one. Each of the 58 campuses also prepares workforces 

for specific industries. This continuous supply of workers, who require minimal on-the-job training, is vital 

long-term support for many North Carolina businesses and industries. Here are four examples.

Colleges fill general workforce needs, too

Driving the collision-repair workforce

Repairing modern automobiles involves replacing 
electronic sensors and mending high-end materials 
as well as manipulating time-tested steel. Fayetteville 

Technical Community College recently restructured 
its body shop, transforming it into 25,000 square feet 
of lab and classroom space where students can learn 
all those skills. 

The school anticipated 20 interested students, 
but 60 enrolled in the Collision Repair and Refinish-
ing Technology program’s first class in February 2015. 
Those students completed paid internships, partici-
pating in daily repair tasks and introducing industry 
veterans to new techniques. 

Every student had a job in hand before he gradu-
ated. Bloomfield Hills, Mich.-based Penske Automo-
tive Group Inc. and Towson, Md.-based Mile One 
Automotive were two of the employers. “All of these 
companies, plus many more, will hire as many of 
these automotive professionals as I can graduate,” says 
Paul Gage, the program’s director. More than 180,000 
jobs in advanced collision repair will need to be filled 
nationwide over the next several years.

Growing Pitt County’s biotech workforce

Pharmaceutical manufacturing employs more than 8,000 people in Johnston, Wilson, Nash and Pitt counties. “In North Carolina, 
life-science companies and their employees pump approximately $73 billion into the economy, and these companies contributed 
about half of the net new jobs for the state from 2000 
to 2012,” says Maria Pharr, executive director of the 
community-college system’s BioNetwork. 

The sector needs workers to continue growing. 
Winterville-based Pitt Community College, in coop-
eration with Greenville-based East Carolina University, 
is building the Biopharmaceutical Work Force Devel-
opment and Manufacturing Center of Excellence to 
meet that need. Laboratory-based classrooms on both 
campuses will offer short courses to prepare students 
and job applicants for a variety of pharmaceutical 
manufacturing positions. It also will be where employ-
ers can send their workers for job-specific training. 

The center has already caught the attention of 
at least one company. Durham-based Patheon Inc. 
recently announced an expansion at its Greenville 
plant, where about 1,000 people work. The drugmaker 
will invest $159 million and add 488 jobs there by 2019, 
making it one of the world’s largest contract-manufac-
turing plants. 
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Making machinists for Triad businesses

Jamestown-based Guilford Technical 

Community College answered a call with 
its Computer Numerical Control Machin-
ing Training program. “[The program] was 
designed in response to feedback from Triad 
employers who indicated they have numer-
ous job openings but typically cannot find 
qualified applicants,” said Amy Eberle, occu-
pational training interim coordinator at the 
college, in a news release.

The six-month program is a partnership 
between the college’s Corporate and Con-
tinuing Education division and the Guilford 
County Workforce Development Board. 
It is taught at Guilford Tech’s Greensboro 
campus and runs through May. Students 
learn blueprint interpretation, manual and 
CNC machine setup, basic and advanced 
machining operations, and quality control. 
They also hone their résumé writing and 
interviewing skills. 

Program graduates earn two industry 
credentials from Fairfax, Va.-based National 
Institute for Metalworking Skills Inc. and an N.C. Career Readiness Certificate, which certifies the bearer has basic workplace skills 
such as applied math. They also can use the training as credit toward the college’s Computer Integrated Machining certificate. 

Training space planned in Tarboro

Edgecombe Community College is 
developing a 24,000-square-foot Center for 
Innovation in Workforce and Public Safety. It 
would be constructed in Tarboro and serve 
as a workforce and public-safety training hub 
for emergency medical services, fire and 
rescue, and law enforcement. About 95% of 
Edgecombe County public-safety personnel 
are trained at the college, says its director of 
public information, Mary Tom Bass. 

The center will be home to custom train-
ing for business and industry, warehouse and 
logistics, and culinary arts. Proposed special 
features include a small-business center and 
incubator, a 911 training center, simulator and 
physical-fitness room. 

Funding for the center is contingent  
on a $2 billion bond proposal that includes  
$350 million for projects at all 58 community 
colleges. Edgecombe would receive $7.3 million 
for its plans if voters approve the spending in 
the March 15 primary election.
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Although workforce training is not 

officially considered an incentive, such as 

the tax breaks and grants used by the state 

and municipalities to attract companies, 

expansions and jobs, Little says companies 

on the move consider it. “Certainly that is a 

major reason for a company to locate or 

expand in North Carolina. If they can’t find 

the workforce they need, they won’t be 

successful.” Companies must demonstrate 

two of the following criteria to qualify for 

training: an appreciable capital invest-

ment; deploying technology; creating jobs, 

expanding existing workforce or enhanc-

ing the productivity and profitability of 

statewide operations; or its workers’ skills 

will be enhanced by the assistance. 

Skill-enhancement training was what 

Chicago-based Novipax asked of Lee Eller, 

director of customized training at Hamlet-

based Richmond Community College. The 

company, which is owned by Greenwich, 

Conn.-based Atlas Holdings LLC, manufac-

tures absorbent pads for the meat-packaging 

industry at its Rockingham factory. Its 

executives wanted to reduce waste and 

increase efficiency there, so they asked Eller 

and his team to introduce 110 employees to 

the lean manufacturing method of continu-

ous improvement.

Two groups of manufacturing employ-

ees took an introductory lean-manufactur-

ing course in December 2014. Then a small 

group of key employees received 5S training. 

Inspired by improvement methods used 

by the Japanese, it focuses on workplace 

cleanliness and order. 

In January 2015, Eller says, Novipax 

selected a few operators from the second 

group to train in Six Sigma, a certification-

backed program that takes a data-driven 

approach to eliminating defects in any 

business process. They completed 64 hours 

of classroom instruction, a written exam 

and a project that identified cost-saving 

measures that the company could implement. 

When training wrapped in August, five 

operators presented their projects to college 

officials and Novipax executives, including 

CEO Bob Larson. The projects detailed ways 

for the company to save about $740,000. 

One outlined work-flow improvements that 

could save $523,120. “When all was said and 

done, it blew [the Novipax executives] away,” 

Eller says. Even though the training was 

provided at no cost, Novipax invested 

company time. “A lot of companies don’t 

want to invest the money or time in this 

kind of improvement training.”

New London-based Fiberon LLC has 

invested about three years in a customized-

training program with Albemarle-based 

Stanly Community College. It started when 

the manufacturer of composite decking 

announced it was creating 25 jobs and 

spending $3.8 million in a third hometown 

factory, which would be dedicated to a new 

process of recycling polyester polymers 

into decking. 

About 10% of the company’s 316 

workers were hired in the last six months 

or so, says Marion Kinley, the college’s 
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Short-term training available in:

Degrees, diplomas and certificates available in: 

www.gtcc.edu

Aviation 
Logistics 

Project Management Professional
Welding

Machining
Computer Technology 

Certification in Production and Inventory Management (CPIM)
Lean Manufacturing

Business and Creative Arts
Health Sciences

Engineering Technologies
Arts and Sciences

Human Services and Public Safety
Advanced Manufacturing Technologies

Logistics and Transportation

director of economic development. To 

provide the specialized training needed 

for new hires, she and her team turned to 

experts at Polymers Center of Excellence. 

The Charlotte not-for-profit was created by 

the state more than 40 years ago to increase 

knowledge, provide technical support and 

help develop technologies for companies 

in the plastics industry. The college also 

provided internationally recognized ISO 

9001 quality-management training through 

a partnership with N.C. Industrial Extension 

Service at N.C. State University. Stanly has 

trained almost 100 employees, Kinley says, 

and will have worked with the entire staff by 

the end of 2018.

Stanly instructors and their hired 

experts did most of the training on campus, 

thanks to recently upgraded classrooms. 

“Because of the new advanced-manufactur-

ing equipment we were able to acquire, we 

were able to use more of our facilities instead 

of writing a check to a third party,” Kinley 

says. She credits former college President 

PROVIDED BY STANLY COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Composite-decking manufacturer Fiberon LLC asked Stanly Community College to train 

employees for a new plant in New London that recycles polyester polymers.
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Brenda Kay with spearheading the fundrais-

ing that made the new equipment possible.

The training was validated in October 

2015, when Fiberon was chosen from 18 

companies for North Carolina Manufactur-

ing Extension Partnership’s 2015 Leader-

ship Award for Continuous Improvement. 

Company executives accepted the award 

from N.C. Secretary of Commerce John 

Skvarla during mfgCON, a two-day 

conference hosted by the partnership. 

West Jefferson, tucked in North 

Carolina’s picturesque mountains, is miles 

from a major airport but home to a growing 

Evendale, Ohio-based GE Aviation factory. 

There, parts will be machined for LEAP 

jet engines. The lighter, quieter and more 

fuel-efficient models, when rolled out later 

this year, will power planes made by 

Chicago-based The Boeing Co. and others. 

The company turned to the customized 

training team at Wilkesboro-based Wilkes 

Community College to help find and train 

about 100 employees to build parts for the 

engines. They will complete an extensive 

pre- and post-hire process — Recruit, 

Screen, Train — which was recognized as a 

model in Gov. Pat McCrory’s N.C. Govern-

ment Efficiency and Reform program’s May 

2015 report, says Ginger Shaffer, the college’s 

director of workforce development.

Most of the new positions are for  

Level 1 machinist, whose average wage will 

be $47,000 per year. The N.C. Department of 

Commerce estimated the 2014 Ashe County 

average household income at $45,716. 

Shaffer says GE Aviation executives initially 

“expressed concern” that it would be difficult 

to find enough qualified workers within 

commuting distance of the plant. “We really 

launched a huge collaborative effort with the 

goal of getting 10,000 ‘touches’ — personal 

contact with 10,000 people across the region 

to let them know of job possibilities with 

GE.” Word was spread through chambers of 

commerce, economic developers, NC Works 

Centers and local media. The first major 

hiring event attracted more than 300 people. 

It was in December 2014, six months before 

construction began on the factory’s 

80,000-square-foot expansion. 

PROVIDED BY WILKES COMMUNITY COLLEGE

GE Aviation needed an advanced-manufacturing workforce to build jet-engine parts in 

West Jefferson. Wilkes Community College found and trained those workers.
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Of the 130 applicants who success-

fully completed the college’s 40-hour 

pre-hire training, about 65 were offered 

jobs; 12% of them were veterans. GE 

Aviation was eager to reach that group 

because many are taught machining skills 

while in the service, Shaffer says. About 

90% accepted job offers and then under-

went 100 hours of training, much of which 

was held at the college’s CNC Training 

Center at its Ashe County campus. 

The $1.2 million training package 

offered GE Aviation includes instruction, 

equipment and space rental for teaching 

not only new hires but the 143 incum-

bent workers transitioning to the new, 

advanced-manufacturing operation, 

Shaffer says. The program was paid in 

part by a $198,000 grant from Rocky 

Mount-based Golden LEAF Foundation, 

which funds rural economic change with 

money from the state’s portion of the 

national tobacco settlement. 

For a company undergoing its first 

cross-country expansion, Jeff Bright 

believes explaining its culture to new 

hires is perhaps more important than 

training them on its equipment. The 

associate vice president for corporate 

education and workforce development at 

Alamance Community College is charged 

with training recruits for Huntington 

Beach, Calif.-based Cambro Manufactur-

ing Co., which opened a 220,000-square-

foot factory in Mebane in 2015. It’s the 

manufacturer’s first East Coast plant and 

complements five in its home state. By 

the end of 2017, the Mebane plant will 

see $30 million in building and equip-

ment investments. It is expected to 

employ about 100 people making plastic 

items such as trays and cup lids for the 

food service industry. 

Alamance Community College is often 

asked to provide technical training for 

new and incumbent employees. In fact, 

that capacity will get a boost soon with 

the completion of its 45,000-square-foot 

Advanced Applied Technology Center, 

where about 100 students can be trained 

in high-demand skills such as welding and 

machining each year. But Cambro already 

had selected a vendor to train its Tar 

Heel employees in its thermo-molding 

techniques, Bright says. So the college 

coordinated those services. “What was 

unique about this project is that [Cambro] 

let me do the culture training,” he says. 

“They said, ‘We’re going to train you in 

the Cambro Way, and you’re going to 

teach our new employees that.’”

A background in sociology and 

leadership-development training — both 

in and out of the community-college 

system — makes Bright perfect for the 

task. For example, he has implemented 

culture-training programs at Burlington-

based Laboratory Corporation of America 

Holdings. In 2014, he became the first 

non-employee to win its Achievement 

Award, which is given annually to an 

individual who makes the biggest impact 

on the company’s culture. 

Bright created a 20-hour program for 

Cambro hires that focuses on integrity, 

“What was unique about 

this project is that [Cambro] 

let me do the culture 

training. They said, 

‘We’re going to train 

you in the Cambro Way, 

and you’re going to teach 

our new employees that.’”

Jeff Bright

associate vice president for corporate 

education and workforce development,

Alamance Community College
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Whatever is most intriguing or up-

to-the-minute in business or public 

policy, it gets the forum it deserves 

on Carolina Business Review. Host 

Chris William has spent more than 

two decades delving into the issues 

and challenges facing Carolina 

companies, bringing journalistic 

integrity and business expertise to 

every topic and every conversation. 

You’ll find Chris on all PBS stations 

across North and South Carolina. 

Visit our website for links to your 

local listings.

Support provided by:

carolinabusinessreview.org

IN THE WORLD 

OF BUSINESS AND 

POLICY SPEAK, 

HERE’S YOUR 

TRANSLATOR.

accountability and commitment within the 

context of the company’s corporate values. 

The training uses lectures and exercises 

developed by Bright and Cambro’s corporate 

trainer, Wendy Danbury. One of the 

exercises — The Parole Board — calls on 

employees to decide which “prisoners” are 

paroled. They have to employ empathy, 

which he says is an important part of being 

respectful. “Respect is one of the six pillars 

of character we based this training on.”

About 60 new employees have com-

pleted the training, and another group is 

scheduled to start within the next year. 

Cambro puts all employees though the 

training together rather than providing 

separate classes for hourly workers, managers 

and executives. Bright says consistently 

applying cultural values is important. “The 

death of a culture is interpretation. So 

we don’t vary in the way we interpret the 

company’s core values. I just took what 

[Cambro was] doing great and put some 

structure to it.”

PROVIDED BY ALAMANCE COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Alamance Community College will offer more workforce training at its Advanced Applied Technology Center, set to open this summer.


