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‘So many success stories’

As many industries
falter during COVID-19,
MPI is filling in-demand
manufacturing jobs

Matt Grahn Norwich Bultelin
USA TODAY NETWORK

Editor's Note: This 1s the first in a
three-part Sunday series exploring ad-
vanced manufacturing, a field that has
remained resilient throughout the coro-
navirus pandemic,

Isabelle McKeon was 23 years old
when she joined the Manufacturing
Pipeline Initlative at Three Rivers Com-
munlity College in Norwich,

It’s been nearly 3 years since she
made the decision - changing careers
from the massage therapy business be-
cause it wasi't satisfying. Her mother,
an employee at General Dynamics Blec-
tric Boat, told McKeon about MPI.

“l wanted something mote consis-
tent,” McKeon said.

McKeon took a 10-week drafting
class In 2018, After graduating from the
program later that year, she landed a job
at Collins & Jewell Company in Februr-
ary 2019, where she is a junior quality
assurance engineer.

“It Just gives you so many options for
paths you can go down for jobs,” McKe-
on sald of the manufacturing pipeline,

McKeon was looking for job stabllity
when she landed in advanced manufac-
turing - a field that has stayed resilient
through the economic downturn COVID
sparked,

In New England, the advanced man-
ufacturing sector hag experienced only
a 4.8% decline during the pandemic, =55
versus a 289% decline for leisure and Dylan Kinsella of Waterford uses a plasma cutter to bevel steel plates at the
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hospitallty, according to
data from the U.8, Bureau
of Lubor and Statlstles.

Mark Hill, the presi-
dent and CEO of the East-
emn  Workforce Invest-
ment Board, describes
the MPl program as
“strong” even while train-
Ing was shut down March
through June during the
early stages of the pan-
demlc. Class sizes have
shrunk, too, reduced
from 14 to nine,

But Hill said the pro-
gram has sustained 96%
job placement among
students in the program
before and during the CO-
VID-19 pandemle, and
there will be five MPI
classes running In Apri
alone, the greatest num-
ber of MPI classes that
EWIB has had running at
the same time.

“There’s demand for
these people, and, from
an economic sense,
there’s a ripple that cre-
ates another set of jobs in
the economy,” Hill sald.

Deofense industry
alifaline

Andrew Bond, vice
president of human re-
sources for Electric Boat,
during a Feb. 18 talk host-
ed by U.S. Rep. Joe Courl-
ney, sald that General Dy-
namics Electric Boat, the
primary bullder of sub-
marines for the U.8, Navy,
will hire 1,100 in 2021 as it
aims to move the preduc-
tion of the Columbia class
submarine from the toca-
tion at Quonset Polnt in
Rhode Island to the Gro-
ton facilities sometime in
2024,

The  Moanufacturing
Pipellne Initlative was
created in 2016 as a way
for more people of all age
groups to enter the man-
ufacturing Industry,

The Bastern Advanced
Manufacturing Alliance
(EAMA) determines
what jobs need to be
fitlled in the tndustry, and
then companies ave able
to tallor the currleulum
of the MPI member
schools and colleges to
fill that need.

Job tralning at Three Rivers Community College Manufacturing Apprenticeshlp Center at Grasso Technical
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EWIB then connects
graduating pipeline stu-
dents to the companies,
s0 they can decide who
they want to hire.

“They know that the
people graduating from
our program graduated
with the curdculum they
approved,” Hill safd.

Hil} sald the original
goal for MPt was to create
400 {obs in three to four
years of its founding, MPI
has created more than
700 jobs in the first year
of operatlon, and cur-
rently has created a total
of 1,738 jobs.

There are some, in-
cluding Couriney, who
sald the|ob-creating abil-
ity of MPI will be fmpor-
tant In Connecticut’s fob
market recovery,

“Let's face it; there's
going to be folks out there
whose Jobs aren't coming
back. That always hap-
pens in  recessions,”
Courtntey sald. “That’s
where keeping our eye on
the ball and finding ways
to connect people to the
labor market is, If any-
thing, going to be more
pronounced.”

‘Fingors on the pulse’

TRCC and Quinebaug
Valley Community Col-
lege in Killlngly are two of
Connecticut’s  coliepes
connected to the pipe-
line.

Mark Vesligaj, TRCGC's
professor of engineering
sclence and manufactur-
Ing campus director, sald
that educators, BAMA,
EWIB and Electrlc Boat
are able to comimmunicate
and work together on a
regular basis - and it's
what makes the difference.

“We all have our fin-
gers on the pulse,” Vesli-
gaj said,

An important part of
Three Rivers’ MPI efforts
15 the Manufacturing Ap-
prentice Center at the Blla
T, Grasso Technical High
School in Groton that
opened in 2019,

As a “flexible factory”
the space has the equlp-
ment to do 10 different
programs, and since it
features equipment on
wheels, it's easy to read-
just based on needs for a
class. For things they
can't fit inthe MAC, Three
Rivers students can go
and use some of Grosso
High's facllities, like for
welding, when the high

school's students are
away, making It cost-ef-
fectlve,

“There’s a big misno-
mer that manufacturing
educatlon is oo expen-
sive to do; it's simply not
true,” Vesliga) said. “if
you do it right, you're able
to adapt to what industry
needs, there's an abun-
dance of good work that
can be achteved.”

Al the MAC factlity,
Three Rivers Dhrector of
Manufacturing Breft Ja-
cobson Is one of the in-
structors, There have
been some COVID-relat-
ed changes with the
classes, like having some
subjects, like blueprint
and math lessons, taught
remotely, but the stu-
dents still come to the
MAC, with social distanc-
ing kept In mind,

“At the end of the day,
the classes are hands-on,
doing something,” Jacoh-
son sald,

Jacobson sald that
students are enticed by a
lob in advanced manu-
facturing because of how
stable the work is, in no
small part due to the
%22.2 billion dollar con-
tract for EB from 2019 to

keep bullding subma-
rines for the U.S. Navy
until 2029,

“All of the publicity
and action in our local
contracts; 1 think that
sends a pretty good mes-
sage to folks that they
have a lifelong career In
some of this stull}’ Jacob-
son sobd.

Jacobson also said
that unemployment and
underemployment, eape-
cially during the pandem-
le, Is also a driver for peo-
ple without manufactur-
Ing experience to become
students, According to
EWIB, 80% of people en-
rolled in the MPI have no
prior manufactusing ex-
perlence, and the MPI
graduates have higher re-
tentton than employees
from other sources.

Even If someone
learns manufacturing
skills out of necessity, Ja-
cobson sald . doesn't
stop people from loving
what they're doing.

“One of the ladies
came to me and said
‘Man, this is like arts and
crafts on steroids,” Ja-
cobson said.

No worries




When the pandemic
hit & year go and workers
across the state and
country began seeing
major impacts to busi-
nesses, McKeon hardly
flinched.

“We were considered
essential (workers), so
that 1s something 1 didn’t
have to womry about,
which I am thankful for,”
McKeon sald.

It's one of the reasons
advanced manufacturing
can appeal to people, Jodi
Clark, assistant director
for QVCC's Advanced
parts, with the first se-
mester alming to get stu-
Manufactwring Technol-
ogy Center, said there are
many more,

Clark sald # can
change the lives of people
In tough situations, from
getting a well-paying job
for people struggling to
get a roof over their head,
to people rebullding their
lives after spending time
in prison.

“In my eight years, I
have so many success
storles,” Clark sald.

The QVCC facilities
also have a wide range of
tools available for stu-
dents to learn with, in-
cluding manual lathes
and bench work areas.
Clark said the QVCC pro-
gram {8 split into two

dents used to manufac-
turing fundamentals and
teaching students how to
follow a blueprint while
making parts, math and
other soft skills needed.

In the second semes-
ter, students use and
make computer programs
for CNC routers, and then
the program helps stu-
dents land a job, with
QVCC's own programs
matching MPI's rate.

“We're not required to
get our students jobs, but
what's the sense inteach-
ing these students if they
don't end up getting a
job,” Clark said.

Support for advanced
manufacturing education
is still going strong at
QVCC, with the college
awarded In January a
$15,000 grant from the
Gene Haas Foundation
for the Advanced Manu-
facturing Center for the
fifth time.

“We're getting more
and more companles In-
terested in hiring our stu-
dents, since there’s such
a huge need for employ-
ces that at least know &
Iittle bit of something,”
Clark sald.

For all the work that
has been done In the pro-
gram, Hill sald the col-
leges have been great
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for the Advanced Manu-
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“We're getting more
and more companies in-
terested in hiring our stu-
dents, since there's such
a huge need for employ-
ees that at least know a
little bit of something,”
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Por all the work that
hias been done inthe pro-
gram, Hil sakl the col-
leges have been pgreat
partners for their ability
to tumn inexperienced
people Into viable em-
ployees.

“Those are huge build-
ing blocks for why the
pipeline program I8 so
successful,” Hill sald,

McKeon said for peo-
ple who aren’t sure if they
want to jotn the MPI pro-
gram, they can take a les-
son from her: it's never
too late to switch careers,
and skills can be applied
elsewhere,

“You won't outgrow it,”
McKeon sald,




