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Filling demand
NCWorks helps businesses get qualified workers and residents quality jobs.

G
eoffrey Carter realized the employee-training 

program was a success when workers started 

asking questions. Goldsboro-based PCORE, 

which is owned by Shelton, Conn.-based 

Hubbell Inc. and makes components for the power-genera-

tion industry, had recently participated in a series of 

lean-manufacturing workshops emphasizing kaizen, the 

Japanese concept that advocates continuous small changes 

to achieve efficiency. “We’ve seen not only the benefits in 

individual project improvements, but our employees are 

starting to question things,” says Carter, PCORE’s head of 

operations. “Instead of being stuck in the mentality of, ‘This 

is how we’ve always done things, this is what works,’ they’re 

actually asking, ‘How can we improve this? How can we do 

it better? How can we eliminate waste?’”

Goldsboro-based Wayne Community College 

provided the kaizen training, along with safety and 

supervision lessons, through NCWorks, an initiative of 

N.C. Department of Commerce Division of Workforce 

Solutions, N.C. Commission on Workforce Development 

and N.C. Community College System. It builds connec-

tions between jobs and residents. “The training from 

Wayne Community College has just been immeasurable 

in terms of the benefits to us,” Carter says. “We’re starting 

to see the payback in cost savings and time savings. It’s 

something we couldn’t have bought outside, and the fact 

that they’re bringing the training to us just allows us to 

train more employees.”

Trainers have worked with 33 PCORE employees so 

far, says Steve Herring, the college’s customized training 

director. Over the next couple of years, he will develop 

and implement additional programs, including more 

continuous improvement and technical training in pro-

grammable logic controls, industrial math and blueprint 

reading. When PCORE first partnered with Wayne Com-

munity College in April, it had 38 employees. It expects 

to add 20 by the time the partnership ends in 2019. 

Through NCWorks, all 58 community colleges are 

tasked with providing customized training at no cost to 

companies that meet job-creation or expansion require-

ments. Although not technically an incentive, growing 

companies clearly see customized training as a benefit. Its 

availability also can determine where a company chooses 

to locate. PCORE is one of more than 300 companies that 

have received customized training from the state. Many 

are manufacturers or assemblers; some are service pro-

viders. Regardless of what they do or how many employ-

ees they have, all recognize that their success is largely 

dependent on workforce. 

Six years ago, Siemens Energy Inc., part of Germany-

based Siemens AG, announced it was consolidating its gas-

turbine manufacturing at an expanded factory in Charlotte. 

The first phase of the move would create about 660 jobs. 

Siemens estimated that after about five years, that number 

would reach 825. About 1,600 work there now.

Siemens turned to Charlotte-based Central Pied-

mont Community College to find and train such a large 

number of workers. CPCC created an online recruit-

ment and hiring portal with the assistance of Centralina 

Workforce Development Board, which covers seven 

counties, and Charlotte Works, a partnership of the city 

and Mecklenburg County. It promoted the Siemens jobs 

and culled 250 initial hires from thousands of appli-

cants, says Michelle Miller, the college’s executive director 

of corporate learning and economic recruitment. For 

most of the positions — a mix of skilled and semi-

skilled — the company required that applicants hold a 

North Carolina Career Readiness Certificate. It says 

that the bearer has the math, verbal and business skills 

to be “job ready.” Applicants without a certificate could 
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earn one online through CPCC’s Work-

Keys program. 

The Siemens project is in its third 

phase. It has included 2,000 classes totaling 

20,000 training hours, Miller says. One 

thousand workers have received CPCC’s 

customized training, including safety, lean 

manufacturing and specific skills pertaining 

to lasers and mechatronics, a combination 

of electrical and mechanical engineering. 

Siemens also hires workers from CPCC’s 

associate degree programs in machining 

and mechatronics.

Miller and her team continue to regu-

larly meet with their Siemens contacts. 

That’s typical of a training project of this 

magnitude. What’s atypical is the collegial-

ity that has developed. “We’re at the point 

where we’ve developed a relationship that’s 

very close and family-like,” she says. “We 

even get invitations to their baby showers. 

I can’t say enough about their generosity. 

They’ve donated money so we can increase 

the capacity of our training facilities.”

Colleges are adding high-tech class-

rooms, too. Hickory-based Catawba Valley 

Community College invested years of 

planning and collaborated with three public 

school systems to design the $25 million 

83,000-square-foot Workforce Solutions 

Complex. Advanced manufacturing and 

other technical skills will be taught in its 

state-of-the-art classrooms and labora-

tories. “Manufacturers that survived the 

recession are now heavily tech-based 

and rely on a skilled workforce to operate 

that technology,” says Garrett Hinshaw, 

Catawba Valley’s president. “CVCC’s new 

Workforce Solutions Complex will ensure 

a future pipeline of talent for high-tech jobs, 

making our area even more attractive to 

new and expanding industry.” 

Ground was broken in early Novem-

ber for the building, which will house 

technology and engineering programs, 

including Computer Engineering Technol-

ogy, Electrical Engineering Technology, 

Computer Integrated Machining, Electron-

ics Engineering Technology, Automotive 

Systems Technology, Welding, Mechanical 

Engineering Technology, Mechatronics 

and Robotics, and Heating, Ventilation 

and Air Conditioning.

Kernersville-based Grass America 

Inc. has made cabinet hardware, such as 

hinges and slides, at its hometown fac-

tory since 1977. After a period of offshor-

ing, its German parent company decided 

to return manufacturing jobs to the plant 

after the recession. But it came with a 

challenge: The North Carolina team had 

to boost its share of company revenue 

to 50% from 30% or make drastic cuts. 

That mission became more manageable 

when Grass America’s pledge to add jobs 

and expand its presence qualified it for 

custom training. In stepped Winston-

Salem-based Forsyth Technical Commu-

nity College and its NCWorks division, 

which John Dowling leads. 

Several factors pointed toward the 

need for training, including a mix of new 
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Apprenticeships date to the Middle Ages. 

They are common in Europe and catching 

on in the U.S., where companies traditionally 

have filled technical jobs with military veterans 

or community-college graduates. N.C. Depart-

ment of Commerce says more than 12,000 

residents, 6,400 veterans and 1,825 employers 

have participated in apprenticeships in North 

Carolina since 2008. They are one way workers 

are being trained for companies statewide.

Companies usually sponsor apprenticeships. 

Dallas-based Gaston College was the first of 

the state’s 58 community colleges to register 

as a sponsor with Commerce’s NCWorks Ap-

prenticeship Office and received certification in 

August 2015, says Dennis McElhoe, Gaston’s 

vice president of economic and workforce de-

velopment. It’s one of three colleges or universi-

ties nationwide to do that. A National Science 

Foundation grant helped the college start and 

staff its program.

Gaston’s Apprenticeship 321, which refer-

ences the highway that runs in front of campus, 

works with more than 40 people employed at 

14 businesses in Gaston and Lincoln counties. 

They receive job-specific training and a cost-free 

education while earning a salary. They walk away 

with a journeyman’s certificate, which confirms 

the ability to perform several job functions at 

a high level. Some, depending on field and 

employer, receive an associate degree, too.

Michael Philbeck started at Kings Mountain-

based Firestone Fibers and Textiles Co. 19 

years ago. He entered Gaston’s apprenticeship 

program in 2015. When he finishes in 2017, he’ll 

be awarded a Mechanic A position. He’ll finish 

his associate degree in manufacturing technol-

ogy in 2019. “The apprenticeship has been such 

a blessing,” he says. “I had wanted to go back to 

school for so long, but it just never seemed to 

work out. With the program and my company 

supporting it, it has been a dream come true.” 

Firestone wins, too. “I feel that the apprentice-

ship program has been a great way to develop tal-

ent within the organization and allows our team 

members, [such as] Michael, the chance to grow 

within the company,” says Gary Cox, a mainte-

nance supervisor and Philbeck’s mentor. “Joining 

the program helps us here at Firestone ensure 

that we stay competitive through the continued 

training and development of our team members.”

Jamestown-based Guilford Technical Com-

munity College’s apprenticeship program 

prepares high-school seniors for careers in the 

skilled trades. The program and Triad Workforce 

Solutions Collaborative and Greensboro Partner-

ship make up Guilford Apprenticeship Partners. 

Students meet with advanced manufacturers 

to find an industry and occupation that best 

fits them. Then they attend classes at Guilford 

Tech and work about 8,000 hours at the com-

pany over four years. Those who complete the 

program earn an associate degree, a journey-

man’s certificate and a job. “The biggest thing 

our students get is on-the-job training,” says 

Randy Gunter, Guilford Tech’s division chairman 

of industrial, construction and transportation 

technologies. “For our industry partners, they’re 

essentially growing their own workforce.”

Colleges, employers and students embrace apprenticeships
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and incumbent workers, a short turn-

around to achieve company goals and the 

need for diverse skills. “It’s not unusual 

to do such a diversity of training classes,” 

Dowling says. “This approach was dictated 

by the needs assessment we did when we 

first started working with the company. 

They wanted a little bit of everything. We 

designed a three-year plan that would bridge 

the gap between where they were then and 

where the company wants them to be. And 

we designed the training to have an imme-

diate, practical effect.” It did. During Excel 

spreadsheet program training, for example, 

Dowling heard one employee say, “I’ve been 

working with Excel for 20 years, but I just 

learned something new.”

About 700 Grass America workers 

participated in classes or workshops, which 

concluded in August. Rusla Fulp, the com-

pany’s human-resources manager, called 

it a success. “Today, Grass America’s sales 

sustain a workforce of approximately 215 

employees. The percentage of revenue 

manufactured in Kernersville has increased 

by 12% and continues to grow. The com-

pany is in a much better position to justify 

capital investments.”

While it is tempting for companies to 

focus on the financial return that training 

investments provide, the psychological 

benefits are equally valid, Dowling says. 

Many employers overlook the fact that 

when workers feel appreciated, they return 

the favor to their employer. “Some compa-

nies ask us, ‘What if we train them and they 

leave?’ I always say, ‘What if you don’t train 

them, and they stay?’”

In 2011, Irvine, Calif.-based BSH 

Home Appliances Corp. — which has 

a New Bern factory — discontinued a 

product line that used components made 

by Washington-based PAS USA Inc., a divi-

sion of Germany-based PAS Group. BSH 

was the manufacturer’s largest customer, 

and the loss meant that PAS might have to 

close or relocate its plant. The possibility 

of laying off 100 well-paid employees in 

economically distressed Beaufort County 

loomed large. Instead, company execu-

tives chose a different tack — growing the 

customer base. They homed in on Benton 

Harbor, Mich.-based Whirlpool Corp., but 

they paused when they learned that their 

workforce lacked the certifications that 

Whirlpool required of its suppliers. 

PAS qualified for customized train-

ing through Washington-based Beaufort 

Community College because it had the 

potential to expand its workforce and invest 

in the county. Whirlpool suppliers must 

have employees with Six Sigma green belts 

and black belts, says Lauren Dudley, who 

was the college’s director of customized 

training at the time and is now a regional 

customized trainer for northeastern North 

Carolina. The company also required 

training on electrostatic discharge and at 

least six employees certified in IPC-A-610, 

the most widely used electronics assembly 

standard worldwide. 

“Our customized training program 

with PAS was able to contribute to all of 

this training,” Dudley says. “Today, with the 

help of the customized training program, 

Whirlpool is PAS’ largest customer. PAS 

has not only decided to stay in the Wash-

ington, N.C., plant but they are currently 

looking to expand their workforce. All 

of this is a huge win for a Tier 1 county 

[such as] Beaufort.” N.C. Department of 

Commerce ranks the state’s 100 counties 

each year based on economic well-being. 

Tier 1 counties are the most distressed. The 

ranking is used to direct economic activity 

to where it’s needed most.

The partnership between PAS and 

the college helped many employees earn a 

Career Ready Certification. It was especially 

valued by those who didn’t graduate from 

high school, Dudley says. Some were so 

proud that they framed their certificates. 

“The workers were very receptive. When 

they saw what the company was putting 

into them, they appreciated it. For the first 

time in their lives, they did something that 

they could actually put on the wall.”  

— Suzanne Wood is a freelance writer 

from the Triangle.


