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Contest of skills

City to host national competition testing manufacturing apprentices' abilities

By Dan Reynolds

Call it Pittsburgh's version of "The Apprentice." 

For the first time in close to 30 years, Pittsburgh is playing host to a national competition that will test the skills of manufacturing apprentices. The competition is part of an ongoing local and national effort to develop a badly needed skilled manufacturing workforce. 

The Pittsburgh chapter of the National Tooling and Manufacturing Association, or NTMA, is partnering with New Century Careers, a nonprofit work force development organization based in the Regional Enterprise Tower, Downtown, to host the competition May 4-7. 

To win, contestants won't have to go through the workplace machinations that are a common element of Donald Trump's popular television show. Instead, they will have to employ mathematics and science skills contest organizers say are woefully lacking in most of today's high school graduates. 

"We're really worried about the skill shortage," said Dave Frengel, director of government affairs for Penn United Technology Inc., a tool and die manufacturer in Butler County. "This is not a joke. This is sad and this is real." We find frequently that young adults don't know that two halves make a whole. They cannot use a ruler and that's not all of it." 

Penn United's Learning Institute for the Growth of Higher Technology, or LIGHT center, will house part of the contest, the 33rd annual National Apprentice Competition. The contest will bring together about 15 winners of regional competitions. The Dallas chapter of the NTMA was initially going to host the contest but backed out due to a lack of resources. Pittsburgh, the old manufacturing workhorse, decided to pick up the slack. 

The two-day contest will pit manufacturing apprentices against one another in the skills of turning, milling and grinding. For each of the three skills, the contestants will be handed a piece of metal and a blueprint and be given four hours to produce a part. The contest will also have a written portion that will test general mathematical and scientific knowledge. 

In modern manufacturing in the United States, apprentices are paid employees who typically go through a four-year apprenticeship before being awarded their journeyman's papers, according to Mr. Frengel. "An apprentice is to a journeyman what a freshman or sophomore is to a guy holding his degree," Mr. Frengel said. Mr. Frengel said that there is an even higher level of accomplishment in skilled labor, which is given the title of master craftsman. "We rarely recognize those any more, but they are still around," Mr. Frengel said. 

If manufacturing in the United States is going to survive and stay competitive, the skills that the Pittsburgh competition will highlight need to be picked up by millions of young people and older workers looking to change careers, according to a national manufacturing organization. 

"We're looking at a shortage of anywhere from 14 million to 20 million skilled workers by the year 2020, for the United States," said Stacey Wagner, director of work force initiatives for the National Association of Manufacturers, based in Washington, D.C. Hundreds of thousands of skilled manufacturing workers are expected to retire in coming years, with not enough educated young workers coming in to take their place. 

"We see this as a looming crisis right around the corner. The baby boomers are retiring and technology is growing like crazy, and the kind of skills we need are different than the kinds of skills we used to need," said Phyllis Eisen, executive director of the Center for Workplace Success, part of the NAM. 

In the nine-county Pittsburgh region, manufacturing employs some 177,000 workers, according to the local chapter of the NTMA. Ms. Wagner and others say a combination of poor national secondary level education and misguided notions that manufacturing is a dirty, underpaid, dangerous industry are some of the factors contributing to the skilled labor shortage. 

"It's less about brawn and more about brains. We need kids to take math and science in school. These are the kinds of things we need to be paying attention to," Ms. Wagner said. "You have to know algebra, trigonometry and geometry. You have to understand blueprint readings, you have to know about drafting and you have to have a good mechanical understanding," added Wayne Sumpman, a machinist with Hamill Manufacturing Co., a precision industrial parts facility based in Trafford. 

Mr. Sumpman will represent the Pittsburgh chapter of the NTMA in the apprentice finals. 

"I'm going to give it my best. I don't want to go out there and fall flat on my face," Mr. Sumpman said. 

"You do have to have some education to do this," said Richard Williams, a fabricator and machinist with King Systems Corp. in Noblesville, Ind. Mr. Williams will be representing his local chapter in the finals in Pittsburgh. King Systems is a manufacturer of masks, tubing and other equipment used by anesthesiologists. "There is a lot of math involved and knowledge of the materials you're working with," Mr. Williams said. 

Mr. Frengel said Penn United had to create the LIGHT center because the company was finding that the level of education of most high school graduates was below what's required by the field. 

"We're very unusual in that we are hiring so rapidly in skilled professions that we cannot use the public programs," he said. "We needed to ramp up, so we created an intense training program like a boot camp to get them going more quickly." 

Mr. Frengel said the shortfalls of secondary education in giving young people skills they can use in manufacturing cannot be overstated. "It requires a level of math and reading and science ability that our curriculum tends to not do a very good job at," he said. 
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